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Introduction
The Girl was o f the mountain people. She, like all her people, had grey eyes
which reflected her world: capturing the morning mist receding from the
onslaught o f the sun as it cleared the eastern mountains; evoking the dark
passages that ran deep into the riches buried within the hearts o f those same
mountains.

Her Grandmother had sung for joy when the Girl was born; it was a song long
sung by her people. Her Mother sang The Song as she fe d the Babe at her breast.
The Song soared as it told o f the majesty o f the mountains, it slowed and
whispered o f the damp darkness o f the collieries, it skipped playfully through the
meadows o f summer, and it trilled o f the clear mountain spring. It sang o f the
Mountain People themselves: their unity, their strength, their challenges, their
joys, their hopes, their disappointments, their faith.

As the Girl grew she heard The Song sung throughout her village - sung by the
miners walking to work, sung at the Chapel on Sunday morning, sung in the
school-yard as the children played, sung in the homes as meals were prepared
and shared. By the time she was a teenager the Girl knew The Song by heart.

What are the stories of our lives? How do the stories we encounter resonate with us,
challenge us and change us? Certainly, it is not standard practice to begin an academic paper
with a personal story - but that is, on some level, the gist of my thesis - that we should! Further,
what follows cannot be fully understood without being contextualized within my own narrative.
I am a wordsmith. A poetic sensibility and an under-grad in English Literature have
instilled in me an appreciation of the beauty of metaphor, imagery, and creativity - in essence a
love of narrative. A law degree, a decade in practice and further educational pursuit has instilled
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in me an appreciation of the power of rhetoric, reasoning, and structure - in essence a
competency in argument.
These competing tendencies have lived in a happy tension in my life - each claiming its
own sphere of influence. Relational, faith, and emotional experiences are expressed in the
language of narrative, whereas, professional and academic experiences are expressed in the
language of argument. Certainly there have been overlaps but never total unity. Yet, within this
particular academic undertaking I seek to achieve just that. For I propose that in our Western
society we privilege argument over narrative to our own detriment. As children of the
Enlightenment, though we may eschew that title, we are prejudiced in favour of argument.
This is so in spite of the fact that, as my own personal analysis above reflects, many of
the most important experiences in our lives - relationships, faith, and emotions - are most
commonly expressed in narrative. This leads me to a fully articulated thesis which is: a)
narrative creates identity (both individual and communal); b) our society privileges argument
over narrative within the public sphere, and; c) therefore, by excluding the voices of others who
privilege narrative and silencing our own narratives, we are all diminished in realizing our fullest
potential self-hood. Furthermore, a robust embracing of narrative is foundational to a dynamic
theology of scripture. Only if those sacred narratives are unfettered from the necessity of
validating themselves through claims of historical accuracy and inerrancy can they be truly free
to engage us and interrupt us to transformative and liberative effect.
So to begin with, focus shall be on an examination of our privileging of argument over
narrative in Chapter 1 “The Public Sphere”. Therefore, Chapter 2 “Narrative Self’ sets out the
methodological tools by which I will make my argument that narrative is an essential catalyst in
the development of identity. Chapter 3 “Mujerista & Womanist Theologies” lifts up, the named
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theologies as examples of narrative-privileging academic undertakings. Chapter 4
“Hermeneutics of Remembrance & Affirmation” more specifically focuses on how scholars
within those two schools use narratives to sustain and nurture the cultural, racial and individual
identities of their constituents. Finally, Chapter 5 “Daughters of Hagar” is an exercise in which
the focus is even more precise as one particular narrative - the Hagar story - is seen to resonate
with Womanist scholars in scriptural, historical, and literary contexts. This concludes the
argument that narrative creates identity. Finally, the Conclusion is an open-ended consideration
of the loss we suffer in devaluing narrative and how that may be rectified.
Integral to this undertaking has been an attempt to grapple with the ultimate irony of
being in a position of arguing for narrative. The struggle to find a way to present this argument
for narrative with integrity has lead to three important hermeneutic and methodological
strategies. Firstly, narrative passages are presented as the starting point for each chapter. These
passages act as both an illustration of the points being explored in what follows and also, when
read alone, form a cohesive story that illustrates my stated thesis.
Secondly, the task of eliminating argument from this undertaking would be counter
productive. I am not arguing for a reversal of our present ethos resulting in the privileging of
narrative over argument. Argument is still important and is, indeed, the mode of communication
in which I express myself most confidently: it is a less risky undertaking than the creative
narrative I have presented. However, all the arguments presented are tempered, whenever
possible, by the language of narrative.
Finally, and most importantly, it was essential to have integrity and respect when relaying
the stories of others. This is especially true of Chapters 3-5 which focus on Mujerista and
Womanist theology. As a white privileged Canadian woman I struggled to find a way of
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interacting with these women in such a way that did not treat them as some mere curious ‘others’
one might peer at as in a museum display. It is therefore my hope that their stories have been
presented with integrity and respect. Thus the dominant voices in those Chapters are theirs
rather than my own. My hope being that even within the context of this short work their stories
may challenge and de-centre the stories of you the readers. For ultimately that is the goal; that
those who read this work may, by bumping up against it, find themselves transformed by that
encounter.
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Chapter 1: The Public Sphere
As the Girl matured it had become more and more evident to her people that she had a
gift. When she took up The Song many would willingly quiet their own voices to listen
to hers. When she sang, The Song came alive; the mountains were higher, the
collieries more foreboding, the flowers more vivid and the spring clearer still. When
she sang they were simply a nobler people. The Song, as she sang it, voiced the truth o f
their lives. The Elders o f the Village knew that though it would be a loss to them, hers
was a gift that needed to be shared with the world. Hers was the voice that would sing
The Song on behalf o f them all. At great cost, the Village raised the money to send her
to the Town where she could attend the Academy.

She left her Village and walked alone to the Town at the foot o f the Mountain. There,
for three years, she studied at the Academy. Those were challenging years. The
Faculty tried to impose a structure upon The Song that it resisted. She lived in an
untenable tension between a Faculty who insisted on structure, formality, perfection
and The Song which had a will o f its own. She struggled to tame The Song with the
tools the Faculty provided and yet, when she seemed on the verge o f success, The Song
would break free from their constraints. Finally, the Girl managed to bring The Song
to submission. She knew either The Song must conform or it would be silenced. She
added a descant, prepared an arrangement, and perfected some o f the bridges. At the
G irl’s graduation the song she sang received great acclaim at the Academy’s Great
Performance Hall - but the Girl knew what she had sung was not The Song.

For people of faith, the scriptures provide the meta-narrative that helps to make sense of
the otherwise random experiences of their lives. Within that grand meta-narrative we find that
the scriptural story of the tower of Babel provides a mythical narrative explaining the present
chaotic state of human communication. It is a story that arguably resonates loudest in our
present age; an age of not simply different languages but different cultures, values, and beliefs

living in increasingly intimate contact with one another. In our pluralist, secular age what hope
exists to bring some order to the cacophony of voices created after the destruction of the Tower
of Babel? At present, the reality is that this cacophony of voices is managed within the public
sphere by the dominant cultures silencing the minority voices which do not conform to the
privileged mode of public communication - argument.
This can be illustrated by imaging a scene in that quintessential Canadian public space a Tim Horton’s. At one table, two individuals are engaging in a lively dialectic argument; in this
manner all the ills of Canadian society can be analyzed and solutions agreed upon. At another
table two individuals are engaged in story telling; in this manner the different perspectives of the
two may serve to illuminate and reflect the over-arching narrative of Canadians. Each may find
that through the encounter with the story of the other, their own story is transformed and
nuanced. But, at the third table an individual who is engaged in dialectic argument sits opposite
one who is engaged in story telling; this would be a true re-enactment of the Babel story with not
only no action arising but also no comprehension between the parties. The dialectic arguer,
having come from a privileged social imaginary, would at best smile condescendingly at the
story-teller or at worst simply ignore them. Why is this so? Because our concept of the public
sphere is a construct of Western Enlightenment thinking. As such it struggles under the burden of
Euro-centric biases and assumptions.
In exploring this impasse further, it is helpful to explore the concept of the public sphere
as articulated by Jurgen Habermas and Charles Taylor. For both of these scholars, hope lay in
the public sphere as the forum in which the myriad of contemporary voices can find expression:
and these diverse expressions build a commonality that both reflects and transcends the
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particular social imaginarles1 from which they arise. Ironically, the concept is itself the product
of the particular, and dominant, social imaginary of the scholars themselves.
In A Secular Age23,Charles Taylor, acknowledges the debt he owes to the work of Jurgen
Habermas, particularly Habermas’ The Structural Transformation o f the Public Sphere.

In this

latter work, it is important to acknowledge that Habermas’ exploration of the rise of the public
sphere is written from a perspective which is sociological and philosophical rather than
theological. In Habermas’ view religious traditions are one basis around which ‘communal
solidarities’4 will cohere and then participate in the rational public debate which occurs within
the context of the public sphere. In his writings, Habermas reveals a deep suspicion of religion as
the source of claims for a transcendent deity as a referent for absolute truth. As such, religious
solidarities can seek to silence the desired open debate of the public sphere.5 This is particularly
dangerous as, “(f)rom the systemic perspective of the state, the cultural and political public
spheres are viewed as the environment relevant to generating legitimation ”.6 If the public sphere
is dominated by a particular religious tradition the legitimation of the state will reflect the values
which are normative to that tradition rather than creating new normative values which arise
through the equal and non-coerced debate of all voices within that state. These concerns which
Habermas raises against religion’s potential to become a dominating and oppressive communal
solidarity which may impose its normative values on the public sphere are, ironically, the very
concerns that are equally applicable to other traditions within our lifeworld (or as Taylor would
1 "Our social imaginary at any given time is complex. It incorporates a sense of the normal expectations that we
have of each other; the kind of common understanding which enables us to carry out the collective practices which
make up our social life. This incorporates some sense of how we all fit together in carrying out the common
practice." (Taylor 2007,172)
2 (Taylor 2007)
3 (Taylor 2007,186)
4 (Stanley n.d., 112)
5 (Sigurdson 2010,178-179)
6 (Habermas, The Theory of Communicative Action Vol. 2 1981, 319)
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have it - social imaginaries) such as the philosophical traditions that seek to dominate the public
sphere. For Habermas the lifeworld is that sphere of human existence which is the locus of
shared “moral-practical knowledge or relations of meaning”.78 It therefore follows that his
understanding of the public sphere arises from the specific philosophical and cultural traditions
in which he is steeped; those arising from the Western Enlightenment tradition. In this manner
Habermas constructs a model of the public sphere that is every bit as exclusive, in its own right,
as any imagined public sphere dominated by a religious tradition. By privileging the Western
Enlightenment lifeworld, Habermas envisions a very Eurocentric, dialectically oriented public
sphere.
Habermas grounds the development of the public sphere within the development of
bourgeois society in eighteenth-century Europe during the ‘Age of Enlightenment’ . The
dramatic philosophical and political developments of this era created, for the first time, selfconscious associations by individuals freed from traditional aristocratic political and economic
control,
Habermas’ account of the normativity of the bourgeois public sphere attempts to
reconstruct and critically weigh the processes through which the exclusive aspirations
of a subjectivity shaped by the concerns of a social class managed to offer themselves
as the norms of a mode of interaction distinguished by its open and inclusive
character.9

7 (Love 1995, 50)
8 Alan Kors writes in the Preface to the Oxford Encyclopedia of Enlightenment (iv) that Enlightenment "is a term
that has been diversely understood, appropriated, analysed and contested from the eigtheenth century to the
present by countless students and schools of thought." For an introduction to Enlightenment historiography, see
Lynn Hunt and Margaret Jacobs, "Enlightenment Studies", in Alan Kors, ed., Encyclopedia o f Enlightenment (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2003).
9 (Johnson 2006, 22)

With the rise of the bourgeois society and their emancipation from controlled discussion
arose a bridge between the private autonomy of family and the public authority of state.10 This
bridge, the public sphere, in time lost its identity as a predominantly bourgeois expression with
the inclusion of more diverse voices participating in the debate. The public sphere, therefore,
evolved into “communicative networks amplified by a cultural complex, a press and, later, mass
media”. 1112Despite its evolution, the public sphere, as conceived by Habermas, still shares the
values of that originating bourgeois lifeworld and reflects Enlightenment philosophical
teachings. These include a presumption of an autonomous self, the privileging of rational debate
over emotive narrative, and a commitment to dialectic argumentation.

In this manner,

Habermas re-legitimates the tradition of Western philosophy that one associates with the
Enlightenment. He did not, it should be noted, seek to rehabilitate Western thought as Western
thought but on a universalistic basis. The Enlightenment project, as it appears to Habermas,
revolves around the fact, or the claim, that the ability to communicate rationally separates
humans from non-humans.13
Taylor continues with this theme of legitimation of public authority through the public
sphere by citing the contributions of Grotius and Locke. Taylor traces the development of the
public sphere from foundational presumptions regarding “political and moral order which
descends from modern Natural Law theory.” 14 The evolution of the dialogue that ensues within
the public sphere is the result of tension between the understanding of moral order as a
hermeneutic (the key to understanding reality) and as an imperative prescription (the key to
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(Stanley n.d., 104)
(Habermas, The Theory of Communicative Action Voi. 2 1981, 319)
12 (Habermas, The Theory of Communicative Action Voi. 2 1981, 81)
13 (Sposito 1995, 264)
14 (Taylor 2007,162)
11
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understanding how reality ought to be). 15 Yet any political authority is only legitimate in so far
as it has been consented to and, following Locke, continues to be consented to by rational,
sociable and free individuals.16 This, for Taylor, is the normative pattern for political thinking
which has its genesis in seventeenth-century Europe and has “come more and more to dominate
our political thinking, and the way we imagine our society.”17 This understanding leads
participants in contemporary society to judge the organization of society not by its inherent form
but by the efficacy with which a society can provide for the “basic conditions of existence as free
agents.” 18
The forum in which this moral understanding of order is expressed, and in which the
instrumental benefit of society is adjudged, is the public sphere: a forum for discussion which,
though self-consciously extra-political, creates an expression of the common mind from which
political authority derives its legitimacy,
So what the public sphere does is enable the society to come to a common mind,
without the mediation of the political sphere, in a discourse of reason outside power,
which nevertheless is normative for power.1920
The efficacy of the public sphere to present a common mind reflective of a common will is
dependent upon the potential for common action. In order for common action to occur between
diverse social imaginaries (or lifeworlds) there have to exist some universal principles that
transcend the particularities of these social imaginaries which are also recognized by all.
the identification of these universal principles which becomes problematic as some of those

15 (Taylor
16 (Taylor
17 (Taylor
18 (Taylor
19 (Taylor
20 (Taylor

2007,162)
2007,160)
2007,159)
2007,165-166)
2007,190-191)
2007,172)

It is
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identified are themselves actually not universal but particular principles21 arising from the
dominant social imaginary and thus effectively eliminate from meaningful participation
individuals from marginalized social imaginaries. Habermas’ and Taylor’s analysis leads to the
conclusion that the public sphere is the forum through which public authority gains its
legitimation. Therefore the elimination of any voice in the public sphere will adversely impact
the society’s instrumental value as it will not be able to adequately provide for the ‘basic
conditions of existence as free agents’ for all of its citizens.
One such alleged universal principle is the belief in a completely democratized society.
Taylor, and to some extent, Habermas reveal a breathtaking confidence in the completed
deconstruction of hierarchies, the existence of equality between individuals, and equal access to
the public sphere by any group or individual. They describe the development of the public
sphere as a vaunted Tong march’ (Taylor) or as the progression of human achievement through
the attainment of virtues for the common good which arise from communicative action
(Habermas),
The modem public sphere suggests an evolved, democratized, interpretation of a
modem humanist commitment to the production of self-directed, consciously shaped,
futures. Conditioned by the historical appearance of demands for political rights of
equal and atomized individuals in a mass society, it is a mode of interaction guided by
a learnt conviction that in principle equal, but in fact relatively powerless, individuals
can give concrete shape to the hope for an autonomous, self-determining life as a
shared project. The public sphere refers, then, to processes of rational consensusformation whose normativity is tied to a democratic interpretation of the aspiration
towards self-shaped futures in an egalitarian and pluralistic age.22
Yet this long march to virtue has consistently excluded a large portion of the population
of the world by privileging certain voices and effectively silencing the rest. The public sphere,
as articulated by Taylor and Habermas presumes a liberated state. Clearly, there are many who
21 (T. Stanley 2008, 483)
22 (Johnson 2006,1)
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would contest any suggestion that liberation is a fait accompli. Therefore, the public sphere
should be re-visioned as a forum in which conscientization occurs rather than Habermas’ and
Taylor’s forum of liberated individuals. In essence the public sphere becomes the liberative
praxis sought. However, for it to become the locus of liberation it must become an intentional
gathering of diverse voices rather than an almost accidental gathering of willing like-minded
autonomous selves.
This leads to a second barrier to the marginalized’s access to the public sphere: Even if
their voice is heard, will it be valued? For under Habermas’ theory the public sphere by
definition privileges dialectic argument. According to Habermas, if narrative is the only mode of
communication existing within the public sphere it is reduced to nothing more than a collection
of various groups rehearsing their own narratives. This then accomplishes nothing for there
would be no genuine interaction, no argument, and therefore no resulting agreement,
He [Habermas] claims, but does not argue, that there is a clear distinction between
‘problem-solving’ and ‘world-disclosure’. Philosophical argument is oriented to
problem-solving: a philosopher inherits a problem along with techniques for analysing
and solving problems, and uses these techniques to find appropriate solutions. Poetry
is oriented to world-disclosure: art imagines the world in a certain way and makes the
world meaningful for people by making associations.23
This understanding of the role of argument in the public sphere devalues narrative by
denying its transformative power. This clear distinction between the philosophical language of
‘problem-solving’ and the poetic language o f ‘world-disclosure’ parallels Taylor’s distinction
between the understanding of moral order as a hermeneutic or as an imperative prescription. For
both of these men the privileging of dialectic argument as the basis for rational discourse and

23

(Adams 2006, 214)
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transformation blinds them to the dynamic nature of narrative and its importance in the
development of identity for both communities and individuals.

14

Chapter 2: Narrative Self
During her years o f struggle at the Academy, the Girl had often taken refuge in walks
throughout the Town. She would find herself drawn to gatherings beyond the walls o f
the Academy, beyond the eyes o f the Faculty. Here she encountered the People o f the
Valley. They were not so differentfrom her people but their eyes were the green o f the
grass o f the vales and the leaves o f the tall trees. She heard them sing as they went
about their day: walking together to gather the harvest o f the fields, playing in the
schoolyard, gathering at meals. The Song they sang floated over the fertile fields, it
wove its way between the stands o f tall oak, it slowed as the creek grew to a river
winding its way ever onwards. Their Song sang o f the Valley People themselves.

She heard in the Song o f the Valley People something that resonated in her soul. It
was a whisper o f The Song she had known. So when she would return from her walk
she would softly sing again The Song. Not the song she constructed for the Academy
but The Song which arose from deep within. Now it no longer only carried the truth o f
the Mountain People; it carried the truth o f the Valley People as well: their unity, their
strength, their challenges, their joys, their hopes, their disappointments, and their faith.
Yet it had also become something beyond the mere reflection o f the truth o f these two
peoples ’ lives - it had become something distinctly her own. It was now the Girl’s
Song.

So what is the risk we run when in the public sphere generally, and within academia
specifically, argument is privileged over narrative as the preferred mode of communication? The
risk is that such a privileging diminishes the personhood of those whose preferred style of
communication is other. Furthermore, it narrows the potentiality for growth within those who
communicate using the normative parameters by excluding other voices that would decentre and
interrupt the status quo. The privileging of argument as the normative mode of communication

15

is a value judgement based on a system of other interrelated hierarchical values which will be
explored further: reason besting emotion; universals besting particularities; transcendence
besting temporal limitations; empiricism besting imagination; autonomous self besting
contextualized self. As stated, the general proposition of this thesis is that narrative, and its
constitutive elements, is the mode of communication which most completely captures the human
experience, and it does so, not by taking sides as it were in the above noted hierarchies of values,
but rather by providing a medium in which the tensions represented by these pairings can be
articulated, wrestled with and given room to be transformative.
No full account of the significance of Narrative or the Narrative Self can be given
however, in order to illuminate this thesis; rather than a traditional propositional argument, a
sketch of the story of the Narrative Self shall be presented in narrative language to provide a
methodological framework, or a lens, through which familiar theologies can be examined. In
this sketch the reader shall encounter the story of the Narrative Self: the historical development
of the concept with focus on one of the originating narrators (Paul Ricoeur); the key metaphors
(emplotment, mimesis, dialectic) used to communicate its essence; the cast of characters who
have presented parallel narratives which have become entangled with this narrative (Alasdair
MacIntyre, Iris Murdoch, Charles Taylor); a community of readers who have embraced the
concept and nuanced it slightly to give it new meaning within their own context (Martha
Nussbaum); and the places of interaction between the concept and lived-experience (Mujerista
and Womanist theology). Finally, the reader will be invited -and encouraged - to open
herself/himself to this story, to appropriate that which resonates, and allow it to become part of
her/his own narrative.
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The genesis of this story begins from a recognition that arose within different disciplines
that human existence is essentially narrative in nature.24256 There are three facets of narrative
which speak foundationally to human need. Firstly, it is our capacity to create narrative
structure which brings coherence to a life which would otherwise merely be a succession of
disjointed, random events. Narrative structure allows us to create cohesion in our lives; we
situate ourselves temporally as we remember a past, engage a present and hope for a future.
Narrative cohesion in an individual’s life is essential to her well-being : without it all is chaos,
resulting in emotional, mental and spiritual brokenness.
Secondly, the poetic language of narrative provides humanity with a radical system of
symbols, with which we can not only communicate our reality but also appropriate it as ours,
The development of consciousness and human beings is inseparably connected with
the use of metaphor. Metaphors are not merely peripheral declarations or even useful
models; they are fundamental forms of our awareness of our condition: metaphors of
space, metaphors of movement, and metaphors of vision.
Thirdly, narrative is a dynamic mode of communication. The narrative of any single life
is never complete. During a life-time the narrative is always unfolding as new plot twists arise
and new characters are introduced. Even the final chapter gives rise to a believed-in but
unknowable eschatological hope.
These three facets -structure, language, and dynamism - support narrative as the
privileged mode of communication through which we present ourselves to the world and how we
understand ourselves in relation to that world. Narrative therefore creates, transforms and
communicates our identity; not simply our identities as individuals but also as communities. So
an important aspect of narrative is that it is not an individual act. Every narrative presumes not
24 The narrative quality of life has been recognised within the fields of psychology, sociology, anthropology,
theology, literary criticism, history, philosophy.
25 The notion of well-being will be examined further
26 (Murdoch, The Sovereignty of the Good 1970, 77)
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only a narrator but also a listener or reader. The transformative process is best understood in the
dynamic when the listener or reader encounters the narrative of the other , alternatively
appropriates or distances herself from that narrative, and accordingly recreates her own narrative
to reflect these insights. To better understand this creative process it is at this point that our plot
thickens as we explore the insights provided by one of the most influential advocates of the
Narrative Self - Paul Ricoeur.
Ricoeur, a philosopher, though noted inter-disciplinary thinker, began his hermeneutic
project in response to a perceived flaw in the phenomenological approach to human identity.
This approach, favoured by Husserl and others, privileged direct experience while dismissing the
importance of the language which was necessary in order to render that experience meaningful.
To this end, Ricoeur’s task was to “graft” hermeneutics onto phenomenology.

In this task his

work was informed by the previous work of Martin Heidegger. For the latter, hermeneutics was
an act of disclosure. Therefore, the locus of the epistemological task moved from the objective
experience of the universe to the subjective examination of the agent who interpreted that
experience,
His [Heidegger] alternative account posits the human subject as interpreter of meaning
and is already in the world, chastened by his situatedness in a body, language, history,
and culture. 27829
For Ricoeur, Heidegger’s approach was insightful but flawed. Its emphasis on the
interpretation of the act of interpretation required a constant return to the origins of interpretation
(the Dasein). This created a closed circle in which the experience itself is never addressed other
than as the subject of interpretation. Ricoeur, objecting to this dichotomy of realism/irrealism,

27 In extreme traumatic or paradigmatic shifts experienced in an individual's life, the other may indeed be the
former self.
28 (McCarthy 2007, 106 -107)
29 (McCarthy 2007, 111)
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sought to develop an alternative path that would account for both the Husserlian
phenomenological notion of life-world (Lebenswelt) and Heidegger’s hermeneutic identity
(Dasein). As Stephen Crites, a theologian who appropriates and adapts Ricoeur’s theory, writes,
When the humanities give up the story, they become alternately seized by desiccated
abstractions and scatological immediacies, the light of the mind becoming a blinding
and withering glare, the friendly darkness deepening into the chaotic night of nihilism.
Ethical authority, which is always a function of a common narrative coherence of life,
is overthrown by a naked show of force exercised either in the name of reason or in the
name of glandular vitality.
In order to avoid both the tyranny of allegedly pure experience and the tyranny of
absolute consciousness, Ricoeur suggests a third alternative in which, rather than an end in itself,
interpretation becomes a detour303132- an ongoing process by which the individual creates and re
creates a unity of self through action. This via media acknowledges that identity is not simply a
matter of pure will, nor a dictated response to external stimuli, but an ongoing and dynamic
process which recognises the importance of both. The individual seeking unity through the
hermeneutic task is neither a self-constituted ego nor an externally constituted ego but rather a
constituting ego and the hermeneutic task is itself an attestation of self. A self which relies on
analogical unity to hold together in concord the discordance of the lived life.

This discordance

is successfully navigated by the individual through the “detour” into the objective world in which
the cultural and social structures are engaged as the seifs particular context. According to
Ricoeur, within the threefold mimetic cycle of préfiguration, configuration, and refiguration the
seifs identity is constantly “re-read and re-constituted in light of one’s re-interpretation of the
past and one’s re-orientation towards a fictive future.” 34 Thus, narrative provides a thematic

30 (Crites 1971, 310)
31 (McCarthy 2007, 111)
32 (Ricoeur, Oneself as Another 1992, 22)
33 (Venema 2000, 5)
34 (DeLashmutt 2009, 592)
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unity of action as the self exercises agency through time and from its specific context traversing
this “mimetic arc” between practical experience to linguistic meaning and then back again to the
world of human action.3536 Central to the identity-building capacity of this arc is the thesis that
experience provides proximity while interpretation provides distance. The agency through which
this chasm is bridged is the work of the imagination which opens for the self alternatives for
selfhood which then can become lived models of selfhood through action,
Ricoeur explains that "the philosophical task is not to close the circle, to centralize or
totalize knowledge, but to keep open the irreducible plurality of discourse." For
Ricoeur it is the imagination understood as a decentred meaning-receiving meaningcreating collection of activities that performs this task.
The arc begins with the perception of lived reality - or received narrative. The
imagination receives this perception and seeks to find within it meaning. This space opened up
through the work of the imagination is a space of reflexivity - the capacity to perceive of oneself
as oneself thus creating personal identity rather than assuming identity assigned to the self by
others.37 This perception of self which is the second phase of that mimetic arc - configuration is dependent upon the act of “emplotmenf ’ an Aristotelian concept (muthos) adapted by Ricoeur.
Emplotment results in a three-fold synthesis,
a gathering together of multiple incidents and events into a unified and complete story;
a gathering of contingent factors into a totality which grants concordance to
discordance; and a mediation between a mere succession of incidents into a temporal
reality.38

35 (Venema 2000, 97)
36 (Venema 2000, 41) The plurality of discourse is an area of rich potential. However, for the purposes of this
paper focus will be on the privileging of argument over narrative and the role of the imagination as agent of
change in response to narrative.
37 (Haker, Narrative and Moral Identity in the Work of Paul Ricoeur 2004,135)
38 (L. Jones 2010, 50)
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This synthesis of the heterogeneous provides the meaningful unity by considering both
what happens before and what happens after an event.

"5Q

The third phase of movement through the mimetic arc, re-figuration, is a Gadamerian
fusion of horizons in which the subjectivity of the self “comes to belong to the work rather than
takes possession of it, and is reconfigured, together with the [seifs] reader’s world,”3940 resulting
in the creation of a new narrative which then itself becomes the subject of pre-figuration thus
beginning the traversing of the arc again. It is through this dynamic process that the self creates
coherence and thus identity.
For Ricoeur this identity is understood as a dialectic between identity as selfhood (ipse)
which is psycho-spiritual, subjective and temporal and identity as sameness (idem) which is
social, ethical and objective.41 Each complete self is necessarily composed of both. The idemsameness-identity provides permanence to the individual situated over time with the ipseselfhood-identity constantly interrupting that permanency with questions of agency - who is this
entity who acts in time?42
However, idem-sameness-identity recognizes that this agent does not act in a vacuum but
rather in community with others and within the parameters of contextual norms. The individual
is “entangled” with the narratives of others,
Selfhood is a mediation in which the goal of living must culminate in participation in
an ontological order that not only affirms my individuality but that of others as well.
For Ricoeur, the affirmation of self is dependent on the affirmations of others.43

39 (McCarthy 2007,153 -154)
40 (J. Smith 2010,146-47)
41 (Ricoeur, Oneself as Another 1992, 3)
42 (DeLashmutt 2009, 595)
43 (Venema 2000, 69)
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Further, for Ricoeur, identity of the individual is created in recognition of the other and
identity of the community is created when a plurality of individuals share a common identity.

One may well ask at this point in the story, why is it important to understand the process by
which we live our narrative selves? The simple answer is that our Narrative Self is a
determining factor in our moral selves and therefore our understanding of the Good. There are,
however, two ways of understanding this relationship between the Narrative Self and moral
identity. The first, which we find reflected in Ricoeur's work, is that the Narrative Self is itself
an expression of the Good. For Ricoeur the Good is the creation of a unified, meaningful and
happy self. A similar view can be found in the writings of Iris Murdoch. Rejecting the
Cartesian understanding of selfhood as cogito as a 'dwindling’ of personality to a point of pure
will, 44 she wishes to propose an understanding of personhood arising from the contemplation of
Good, as “Good, not will, is transcendent. “45 However, as transcendent Good is not directly
visible46 but can be found in expressions of Art and Nature. The contemplation of Good through
these mediums evoke within us a feeling similar to “Kant's handsome conception of the
Sublime”47 wherein we are left trembling at the realisation of our finitude in the face of
infinitude. The response to such an experience? The creation of a story which
imposes pattern upon something which might otherwise seem intolerably chancy and
incomplete. However, human life is chancy and incomplete. 48
In Murdoch's words we recognize the echoes of narrative coherence: narrative coherence
which again is the product of the exercise of the imagination. Imagination which does not
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remove us from reality but rather creates the space of reflexivity as we apprehend the distance
between the Good and our lived experience,49
However, in spite of what Kant was so much afraid of I think there is a place both
inside and outside religion for a sort of contemplation of the Good, not just by
dedicated experts but by ordinary people: an attention which is not just the planning of
particular good actions but an attempt to look right away from self towards a distant
transcendent perfection, a source of uncontaminated energy, a source of new and quite
undreamt-of virtue. This attempt, which is the turning of attention away from the
particular, may be the thing that helps most when difficulties seem insoluble, and
especially when feelings of guilt keep attracting the gaze back towards the self.50
In both Ricoeur and Murdoch, the attainment of the Good is situated within the Narrative
Self. Other writers, however, have suggested that the attainment of the Good is not situated
within the self but rather within the context of community. For Alasdair MacIntyre, the unity of
the human self is best understood as a narrative quest for the Good.51523However, these Goods are
already predetermined and embedded within the community who is the bearer of the tradition, or
the interpreter of the narrative, thus establishing continuity over time.

Therefore, for MacIntyre

the Christian community has predetermined its identified virtues (peace, love, forgiveness,
reconciliation) imprinting Christian narratives with a particular perspective. The narrative of any
community then, for MacIntyre, is the vision of the Good which unites that community. Practices
reflect and support that narrative. But it is shared narrative alone which is the basis for
community. The limitation to this understanding of narrative is that it becomes an exclusive
narrative shared only by those who share the same traditions.
Charles Taylor is another cross-disciplinary thinker who, though recognising the role of
narrative in creating identity, like MacIntyre situates the narrative creation within the
4Q

(Murdoch, The Sovereignty of the Good 1970, 90)
50 (Murdoch, The Sovereignty of the Good 1970,101-102)
51 (MacIntyre 1984, 212)
52 (L. G. Jones 1987, 60-61)
53 (Lewis 2006, 61)
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community. For Taylor, however, the narrative is not based upon presupposed virtues but is
rather the medium for consensus building which creates shared identity. Consensus is reached
through the hermeneutical task of determining which goods are deemed 'liveable' - those to
which the entire community can endorse - rather than any absolute notion of Goods.54
Clearly then, we have two interpretations of the locus of the Good. It can be perceived,
as in MacIntyre and Taylor, as an expression of the common values shared by a community.
Alternatively, as in Ricoeur and Murdoch, it is an expression of personhood fully realised.
Regardless, community is important to moral identity, for even Ricoeur maintains that it is only
within a community which values the importance of just relationships as expressed through
social, political, (and religious) institutions that happy and meaningful personhood can be
nurtured. We are, after all, Narrative Selves entangled in one another's narratives.
Martha Nussbaum represents a stance that incorporates an understanding of the self as the
locus of moral identity, yet suggests that the moral agency is then realised through communal
activity. She uses the concept of entangled narrative identities to advocate recognition of
narrative as an essential ingredient in rational argument which gives rise to an ethical stance that
compels us to concern for the good of other people. Such a stance can only be truly embraced
through the use of narrative rather than argument,
any ethics of impartial respect for human dignity will fail to engage real human beings
unless they are made capable of entering imaginatively into the lives of distant others
and to have emotions related to that participation.55
For Nussbaum, narrative and literature are subversive acts in their ability to create
opportunities to imagine others with empathy and compassion in a largely empathy-less and
compassion-less society. It is the action of'fancy' which opens the individual to the other,

54 (Haker, Narrative and Moral Identity in the Work of Paul Ricoeur 2004,151)
55 (Nussbaum 1995, XVI)
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Fancy is the novel's name for the ability to see one thing as another, to see one thing in
another. We might therefore also call it the metaphorical imagination.56
However, fancy alone is not sufficient to change the paradigms of oppression which are
embedded in our society.57 Yet, by awakening the self to the commonalities of the inner world of
emotions, motivations, and desires of the other, those systemic vices will be eroded in favour of
more virtuous ways of living.58 Reason, imbued with fancy, can change society,
With it (fancy), reason is beneficent, steered by a generous view of its objects; without
its charity, reason is cold and cruel.59
Before our story leads us on to an examination of some instances of the use of narrative
within the context of liberation or as I shall argue - survival theologies - there needs to be an
exploration of some objections raised to the use of narrative.
One such objection arises from the association of the language of narrative with the
language of artifice. Certainly Murdoch, Nussbaum, and to a lesser extent, Ricoeur, shift
seamlessly between literary references and lived-experience. These authors particularly write
about the importance of literary devices such as metaphor and analogy as symbols by which we
bridge distances perceived between lived-time and cosmological time, the immanent and the
transcendent, and bring coherence to our experiences. The term narrative is itself such a
metaphor,
What, then, has this to do with life? In a word, everything, since for Ricoeur narrative
is that which lies at the heart of our self-understanding, insofar as it is both the
fundamental structure of our human experience of time and the dimension of our
personal identity which perfectly expresses the dialectic of the self.60

56 (Nussbaum 1995, 36)
57 (Nussbaum 1995, XVII)
58 (Nussbaum 1995, 38)
59 (Nussbaum 1995, 43)
60 (L. Jones 2010, 50)
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So, as narrative provides us with the tools to give cohesion and communicability to our
lived-experiences, so our lived-experiences give substance to our narratives. Narrative is
mimesis61 art imitating life, life imitating art.
Another charge aimed at the concept of the Narrative Self is that it presupposes an
unreasonable level of self-consciousness which could lead to “the paralysis of hyperreflection”.62 However, a review of writers such as Ricoeur, Murdoch and Nussbaum quickly
reveals that the reflection involves more than just rationality. Whether Murdoch's use of love as
the act of reflection, Nussbaum's fancy, or Ricoeur's imagination, reflection has a very
expansive meaning. Furthermore, the foundational premise of the narrative identity is that
human existence is primarily narrative in nature. In order to make sense of our lives we seek
structure in which to contain it. Such a quest speaks more to an intuitive response to chaos rather
than an example of narcissistic self-absorption.
The final flaw ascribed to narrative identity which needs to be addressed is the accusation
that a narrative is so contextualized as to render it useless in obtaining any understandings of
universal application. This is an important consideration, given the legacy of Kant's categorical
imperative that that which is morally binding is also universal; and that which cannot be
universalized cannot be considered morally binding.63 Narrative identity refutes this premise and
suggests, as an alternative, that morals are not abstract principles but inseparable parts of the
story,
The context of the story is essential to the meaning of the moral norms embedded in
the story; it is not something added on to the moral norms, not a mere frame, but an
essential part of their meaning. Furthermore, the process of abstraction might well kill

61 (Ricoeur, Oneself as Another 1992, 20)
52 (Grimes 1986,11)
63 (Lucie-Smith 2007, 6)
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the true meaning of the moral principles embedded in the story. The story itself is
rooted in time and place and in the history of a community, a people. 64
The language of narrative thus becomes the language of moral discourse. The story
arises from a community or a lived experience but only resonates with a broader audience
through some appeal to universal application. For, according to Murdoch, it is only ever through
the experience of the particulars of daily life that we can catch glimpses of the universal,
What is fundamental here is ideal or transcendent, never fully realised or analysed, but
continually rediscovered in the course of daily struggle with the world, and the
imagination and passion whereby it is carried on.65
One last issue before turning to the next chapter and that is the applicability of the
Narrative Self to theology. Most of the writers whose theories have been explored to this point
have not been theologians. However, an argument for the relevance of narrative identity and
narrative understanding to theology can be made on three counts.
Firstly on the basis of scripture: the sacred narratives are themselves narratives of God's
covenantal relationship with God's people. The identity of God's people was forged through
storytelling and remembrance (e.g. the Passover story of Exodus and the Last Supper narratives).
Furthermore, within the meta-narrative of scripture we find embedded discrete hermeneutical
tasks required of the listeners, the most common example being the hermeneutical task set by
Christ to his listeners through the use of parables. Here Christ uses stories to teach about the
nature of the kin-dom66 of God in such a way as to require interpretation; a task which he,
quoting from Isaiah, suggests is essential to their salvation,
15For this people’s heart has grown dull,

64 (Lucie-Smith 2007, 6)
65 (Murdoch, Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals 1992, 427)
66 Kin-dom is used by Dr. Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz in preference to Kingdom. The basis for her position is that whereas
the latter speaks of militarism, coercion, and power the former speaks of unity, equality, and voluntarism. I agree
with this analysis and have adopted the term.
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and their ears are hard of hearing,
and they have shut their eyes;
so that they might not look with their eyes,
and listen with their ears,
and understand with their heart and turn—
and I would heal them.’
(Matthew 13:15 (NRSV))
In addition to the sacred narratives themselves, tradition supports the applicability of the
Narrative Self to theology. In the extrapolation of his theory Ricoeur looked to St Augustine's
confessing self of City o f God.67
Finally, Christology supports the Narrative Self. Christ is the logos - Xoyog - the Word of
God made flesh. The word Xoyog meaning “word” is derived from the basic root Xeyeiv meaning
“to gather ”/ “to speak”. To gather is to pick out things which are, from some evaluative
standpoint, alike. 68 To narrate - Xtyco - “1 speak” then becomes the “rational power of
calculation in virtue of which [one] can see [oneself] and [one’s] place in the cosmos.”69 As used
in early Greek writing, Xoyog retained this sense but in New Testament writing this sense is
enhanced by the belief that speaking/hearing is an essential part of the relationship between God
and humanity,
In the NT, however, this expression [ Xoyog] is predominantly used of the
responsibility of the Christian to give an account to [one another] (1 Pt. 3:15), and to
God, both for [oneself] (Mt 12:36] and for the neighbour committed to [one] (Hb.
13:17). It thus implies the whole of the early Christian concept of eschatological
judgement and responsibility (R. 14:12; 1 Pt. 4:5).70

67 (Ricoeur, Figuring The Sacred: Religion, Narrative, and Imagination 1995, 80)
68(TDNT vo IVI, p. 72)
69 (TDNT vol VI, p. 80)
70 (TDNT vol VI, p. 103)
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In this understanding of Xoyog it always retains its sense as spoken word - Xeyew.
Therefore, through the human capacity and desire to /J;yco - to narrate - we are participating in a
continued and dynamic relationship with our God and our neighbour. Within the mimetic arc of
pre-figuration, configuration, refiguration, our hermeneutic task as constituting selves is an act of
faith. When we encounter the Christian narrative it compels us to re-write our own narrative
through appropriating its language and its values when we are living our faith. Any theology
that takes seriously narrative is, therefore, a theology that takes seriously the call to account for
ourselves in relationship to God and in relationship to one another.
It is now time to turn our attention to the use of narrative within such theologies. For the
purposes of this exploration, two schools of theology will be examined - Mujerista and
Womanist theology. The methodology to be used will be the application of the theory of
Narrative Self as the locus for the development of identity, including moral identity, of
individuals and communities as articulated above. Before proceeding it is necessary to state the
obvious - that though the work of certain practitioners will be highlighted, both of these schools
of theology hold within them a depth of approaches, opinions and values which will not be fully
plumbed. Nor, does the presentation of these two schools for the purposes of this paper in
anyway seek to homogenize or harmonize the unique narrative of each. However, within the
broader category of Christian Theology, and even within the narrower subset of Liberation
Theologies these two stand in a unique position. For, as will be argued, they represent Survival
Theologies. Therefore, what follows is not intended as an exhaustive exploration of these
schools, but rather portraits painted in broad-strokes which nonetheless illuminate their
privileging of narrative as the primary mode of communication in realising the survival goals of
these theologies.
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Chapter 3: Mujerista & Womanist
Theologies
After the struggle o f the Academy, the Girl knew she had to move on to a place
where Her Song would be free. She had heard whisperings o f a great City where
many songs were to be heard and this, she felt sure, was where she needed to go.
The great City was across the wide ocean; the journey was bound to be long and
treacherous, but the Girl was determined.

She made her way to the Coast. There she found herself among a new people the People o f the Water had blue eyes which reflected their world: capturing the
fathomless depths that lay below the undulating waves; evoking the endless sky
that brought the blessings o f a true wind but also the curse o f an capricious
storm. These People o f the Water sang a song which soared as it told o f the
adventures in strange and wonderful lands on the far side o f the oceans, it slowed
and whispered o f the loneliness and loss o f life at sea, it skipped playfully across
the surface glittering with the schools offish, jumping for pure joy with the
dolphins and finally breaching with the behemoths o f the deep. They sang it in
their daily lives: in unison as they heaved in the nets full o f the sea’s abundance;
in small groups as they performed the daily tasks o f mending nets, trimming sails
and storing supplies. And they sang in quiet laments as they walked the shore
peering out at the horizon for a ship that would never return. It sang o f the Water
People themselves: their unity, their strength, their challenges, their joys, their
hopes, their disappointments, their faith.

This was the song she heard, as the Girl sailed across the ocean. It certainly had
none o f the polish o f the songs the Girl had heard in the Academy nor was it like
the songs o f the Mountain or the Valley peoples. Those songs had sung o f the
familiar: timeless mountains, the faithful cycle o f the seasons, the comfort o f
tradition, the stability o f community. This song o f the Water People sang o f
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vastness, o f change, o f uncertainty, o f the unknowable. The song thrilled yet
frightened the Girl. She wrapped herself within the security o f her Song yet often
surprised herself as she realised she had in fact picked up at times the phrasing,
at others the rhythm o f the Water People’s song. Their song intruded upon hers,
forcing itself upon her, insisting on being heard.

Two schools of theology which serve to prove both the identity-creating nature of
narrative and the detriment caused to all by the exclusive privileging of argument over narrative
are Mujerista and Womanist schools of thought. Both theologies are unique theologies
formulated from unique perspectives. Both arose from within distinct exilic communities
located in the United States, Hispanic women and African American women respectively, during
the last quarter of the last century. Despite a very intentional contextualization of their
individual work, Mujerista and Womanist theologies have similar goals, hermeneutic strategies,
and theological conclusions. Further, a critique of the strengths and weaknesses of each also
reveals some common themes. It is these commonalities which speak to the value of Mujerista
and Womanist theologians in the wider context of the continuing Christian narrative. The
narratives arising from these distinct perspectives are speaking not only for and to their own
communities - but they are speaking to and enriching us all.
Clues that narrative will hold a place of honour within these theologies are evident even
by their names - or more appropriately by their naming. In both instances the name derives from
artistic secular sources who were responding to the life struggles experienced by their own
sisters. The name Mujerista was a creation of Dr. Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz, inspired by “Canto de
Mujer ”, a folk song written by Rosa Marta Zarate Macias. Its concluding stanza is translated as
follows,
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You call us to conceive in our womb
new women and men, a strong people.
You anoint us servants, prophetesses,
witnesses o f your love that redeems us.
You have placed a hope in my song,
I will be an echo o f your love that reconciles.
A double-edged sword will be my song,
a proclamation o f a liberating gospel. 71
The song arose from a perceived need for Hispanic women to have a song which
expressed who they were and would inspire them in their struggle.717273Even within the short stanza
provided in the above narrative, the use of song is highlighted as the gift from God which will
re-create identity of the community, (new women and men) and the self (You have placed a hope
in my song) so as to transform the world. These images of transformation of self and community
are articulated throughout Mujerista theology, as formulated primarily through the work of IsasiDiaz. She responded to a similar perceived need amongst Hispanic women and thus advocated
Mujerista theology as a liberative praxis arising from the lived-experience of Hispanic women
(primarily in the United States). As such,
it does not use in its articulation the artificial separations insisted upon by academic
theology, such as the division between scripture, theology, and ethics. All of these
yield theological insights which come together in a variety of ways in Mujerista
theology. Because it is praxis, Mujerista theology demands three very clear and
concrete commitments: to do theology; to do theology as a communal process', to do
theology as a communal process from a specific perspective, that of Hispanic women,
73

In its own unique narrative, Womanist is a term coined by Alice Walker in her work, In
Search o f Our Mother’s Gardens: Womanist Prose (1983). Walker adapted the “Black-folk
cultural expression ‘womanish,’ which means to act “grown up, be grown up, in charge,

71 The song, translated from Spanish by Caroline Kislel, is presented in its entirety at the conclusion of Isasi-Diaz's A
Name of our Own, 1989.
72 (A. M. Isasi-Diaz, Roundtable Discussion: Mujeristas - Who We Are and What We Are About Spring 1992,107)
73 (A. M. Isasi-Diaz, The Bible and Mujerista Theology 1990, 267)
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responsible.”74 Such theologians as Dr. Delores S. Williams, Dr. Renita Weems, and Dr.
Jacqueline Grant applied Walker’s term to their theological work and thus formulated a
Womanist theology:
Womanist theology attempts to help black women see, affirm and have confidence in
the importance of their experience and faith for determining the character of the
Christian religion in the African-American community. Womanist theology
challenges all oppressive forces impeding black women's struggle for survival and for
the development of a positive, productive quality of life conducive to women's and the
family's freedom and well-being. Womanist theology opposes all oppression based on
race, sex, class, sexual preference, physical disability and caste.75
Although neither definition quoted above is exhaustive, each, like the foundational story
of their naming, presents a sense of the priorities, the values and the context for each group:
priorities, values and hopes for transformation which are articulated through the medium of
narrative. Thus, exhaustive definitions prove elusive as both theological endeavours evoke openended and expansive concepts that are fluid enough to counter the "constraints of structured
oppression so that one must continually be struggling for basic necessities and provisions on the
one hand, and on the other, search out and find seeds of new life and vision.”76 The dynamic
facet of narrative is evident as these relatively young schools continue to grow. They continue to
traverse the mimetic arc. In general terms the point of préfiguration is threefold: the unique
lived-experience of these women; the received narratives of a dominant culture which dismisses
and demeans them; the sacred stories, both canonical and an expansive embracing of extracanonical narratives. The imaginative work of these theologians is to lift up from within the
sacred stories those which decentre and challenge the dominant narrative and thus give new
meaning and coherence to the chaos of the lived-experience of their constituents and interrupt the

74 Invalid source specified.
75 (Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness :The Challenge of Womanist God -Talk 1993, xiv)
76 (Martin, From Womanist Theology to Womanist Ethics: The Contribution of Delores S. Williams 2004, 207)
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complacency of we of the dominant culture. Through this configuration their audience is thus
invited to embrace a new identity and to live out that new identity within the world of human
action (refiguration).
The reason that the traversing of this mimetic arc is so important is that although both
Mujerista and Womanist theologies are considered by the general Christian community, as well
as by themselves, as liberation theologies, their primary stated goals are about present survival
with the hope of future liberation assigned to a subordinate rank. Thus seeking to refigure the
individual self and the communal self is not merely a matter of liberative transformation. It is, at
its heart, a matter of survival: physical survival, cultural survival, and identity survival.
This is in part driven by the fact that both of these theologies are centred within the
lived-in experience of Hispanic and African American women. As such, they are unique within
the realm of Christian theologies as their theological formulations are grounded not in universal
applications but arising very intentionally and exclusively from the lived-in experience of their
constituents. From this particular perspective universal applications are then extrapolated which
consider the nature of the Good, as oppressive and exploitive power paradigms are named and
ultimately dismantled. Although both schools participate and hope to contribute to the more
general Christian dialogue, their main focus is to name and transform the lives of their own
marginalized and disadvantaged sisters.
As stated, the context within which these survival theologies arise is that of economically
deprived communities within the United States of America. In the Twenty First Century, in the
most powerful and affluent nation in the world it is shameful to comprehend that there are major
segments of its population struggling for daily physical survival. However, African American
women and Hispanic women are among the most disadvantaged groups in their society. Their
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lives are too often lived in poverty which gives rise to many scourges such as illness, gangviolence, substance abuse, domestic violence, inadequate healthcare and substandard education.
In early May 2010, Save the Children released its "Mothers Index" which compares infant
mortality, maternal mortality, maternity leaves, and preschool enrolment around the world. As
reported by the Agence France-Presse (AFP), the USA was ranked 28th overall. Some of the
results were as follows "A woman in the Unites States is more than five times as likely as a
woman in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Greece or Italy to die from pregnancy-related causes in her
lifetime and her risk of maternal death is nearly 10-fold that of a woman in Ireland," and "At this
rate, a child in the US is more than twice as likely as a child in Finland, Iceland, Sweden or
Singapore to die before his or her fifth birthday."

The report ended by urging lawmakers in the

US to take seriously the issues facing disadvantaged women and their children. All of this
clearly suggests the concerns about physical survival raised by Mujeristas and Womanists on
behalf of disadvantaged women in the US are relevant today.
But again we find a familiar story - that the particular struggles of this group give us
glimpses of universal truths which make a consideration of their plight a necessary and
transformative exercise for all humanity. This universalizing principle is situated within the
concept of the preferential option for the poor. The preferential option for the poor had long
been an element of classical South American Liberation Theologies, however within Mujerista
theology, as articulated by Isasi-Diaz it developed into a central aspect of the gospel message.
This awareness - or conscientization7778 - grew from her experiences ministering among the poor
in Lima, Peru. The popular religion she witnessed was one that combined elements of
“medieval Christianity, the pre-Reformation, sixteenth-century Christianity of southern Spain ...

77 (http://news.vahoo.eom/s/afp/20100504/hl afp/healthwomenchildrenworld. May 4 2010).
78 (A. M. Isasi-Diaz, Mujerista Theology:A Theology for the Twenty-First Century 1996, 41)
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mingled with the religious beliefs and rituals of African and Amerindian cultures as well.”
Isasi-Diaz realized that this specifically contextualized grassroots theology was no less sincere or
instructive than the objective and immutable traditional theological formulations.

Indeed, it

may even have a greater value due to the preferential option of the poor:
One of the most pervasive themes of mujerista theology is the preferential option for
the poor and oppressed. This preferential option is based on the epistemological
privilege of the poor because they can see and understand what the rich and privileged
cannot. It's not that the poor and oppressed are morally superior or that they can see
better. No, their epistemological privilege is based on the fact that, because their point
of view is not distorted by power and riches, they can see differently.79801
Thus encountering and being challenged by the narratives of the poor, the marginalized
and the oppressed is a necessary step in the transformation of we selves, whose vision is
impaired by power and riches so that we may then refigure (dismantle) the exploitive structures
in which we are complicit.
As stated, the goal of both Mujerista and Womanist theologies is a desire to assist their
constituents to physically survive the harsh poverty, the high crime rates, and the social malaise
which is the Lebenswelt of many of their constituents. However, it is not solely a matter of
physical survival that drives Mujerista and Womanist theologies but also a desire to ensure
communal cultural survival. Both groups seek to present new hopeful narratives to constituents
who are living an exilic existence within a dominant ‘other’ culture presenting options of what
may be rather than what has been, while also presenting new de-centering narratives to that
dominant ‘other’ culture, affirming the full personhood of their constituents:
The reality that impacts our daily lives is often incomprehensible to us. What we say
does not count; our cultural customs - dance, food, dress - are divorced from us and
are commercialized; our values hardly count in society; our language is considered a
threat, and millions have voted to have Spanish declared “not an official language”;
79 (A. M. Isasi-Diaz, Mujerista Theology:A Theology for the Twenty-First Century 1996, 74)
80 (A. M. Isasi-Diaz, Mujerista Theology : A Praxis of Liberation - My Story 2008, 82)
81 (A. M. Isasi-Diaz, Mujeristas: A Name of Our Own 1989, 412)
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our social reality is ignored. As a people we continue to slip into poverty, and suffer
from the social ills prevalent in the culture of poverty... By using our lived-experience
as the source of Mujerista theology we are trying to validate our world, our reality, our
values. We are trying to reverse the schizophrenia that attacks our lives by insisting
that who we are and what we do is revelatory of the divine.82834
The cultures which both schools respectively support are not exclusively concerned with
its female members but also with the men and children within that cultural group.

Thus, both

schools place a great emphasis on the role of community; it is embedded in their goals, in their
hermeneutic strategies, and in their theological formulations. The grounding for this emphasis
lay in the fact that the community, and the narratives that arise from within it, are privileged even
within the process of doing theology. However, even though the cultural community’s survival is
thus supported, the fruits of the Mujerista and Womanist theological critique are of value to the
wider human community:
‘Faith seeking understanding’ from an oppressed black female's perspective means
affirming the necessity of political and spiritual “works” - affirming these for the
salvation of one's self and for the salvation of the black family, of the homeless, of the
84
destitute, of the young black people lost in the drug culture of North America.
Theologians from both schools, in their struggle to express a meaningful experience
contra the dominant culture, claim great freedom in “creating new language and new categories
and to develop analytical tools appropriate for conveying the results of her research to the
community.”85 They advocate a freedom to rewrite, or write anew, narratives which help their
constituents constitute their own identity rather than conforming to the identity thrust upon them
by the old narratives of the dominant culture. In this way the full-personhood of their

(A. M. Isasi-Diaz, Mujerista Theology's Method 1995,186)
83 In this regard, some Mujeristas and Womanists draw a distinction between themselves and Feminists whom
they term as 'separatists'. The complexity of this relationship is addressed by many scholars including most sited in
this work. However, the limitations of this paper do not allow for a thorough treatment. As a Feminist Theologian,
1honour that expansive sisterhood as both a community of support and a community of critique.
84 (Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness :The Challenge of Womanist God -Talk 1993, xii)
85 (Williams, Hagar in African American Biblical Appropriation 2006, 172)
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constituents can be realized as they assume the role of subject of their own narrative rather than
object of someone else’s.
There is not only a concern for the survival of the community at the heart of Mujerista
and Womanist theology, but also a real concern for the survival of the identity of the individual.
Often this is expressed in terms of redefining woman from their perspective contrary to the
normalized ‘white definition’8687while challenging the “pervasive simplistic models of femininity
of color espoused by the U.S. media,”

07

Our theological language needs to continue with the struggle against the evils that aim
to reduce us to nonexistence, to affirm that our destiny is not the cumulative
destruction of earth, persons, and peoples. We want to know who we are so that others
may know how we say “we are” and not how they have said it, and to tell ourselves
what kind of world we want and how we wish to share it with the whole of creation.8889
The language of self-fulfillment, personhood and self love is often used to lift up the
intrinsic value of these women who have found themselves amongst the most oppressed and
marginalized of God's Children, suggesting an affinity with Murdoch and Ricoeur’s
understanding of the Good as the fully realised personhood of the se lf:
A Womanist ontology is a radical concern for is-ness in the context of African
American life. This concern for being is not rooted in trans-empirical realities or with a
world behind the world of Black life in the United States. Its primary concern is
concrete existence (lived life) and onthe impetus for a coherent and unified relationship
between body, soul, and creation..
Due to this emphasis on the very real life experiences of their constituents, Mujerista and
Womanist theology is at its heart a transformative praxis. The narratives presented reveal in
harsh terms the /icrstory of oppression while also presenting an option for how the world might
be. The critique inherent in the analysis from outside should ultimately reveal concrete ways in

86 (Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness .The Challenge of Womanist God -Talk 1993,129)
87 (Salguero 2004, 227)
88 (Aquino 1995, 194)
89 (Townes, To Be Called Beloved: Womanist Ontology in Post Modern Refraction 1993, 94)
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which the dominant culture of the United States, and by extension other Euro-centric countries,
can be transformed to re-align the prevalent world view from exclusion, apathy and cruelty to
one of solidarity, compassion, equality and dignity for all its members.90 In an echo of the theory
of Nussbaum, these two schools of theology seek to present a narrative which not only represents
a self-constituted and re-constituted selfhood but also transcends the particularity of any
individual to reshape the world from within the context of community as old narratives are
challenged and new ones created.
A necessary prerequisite for the full-personhood of women of colour is their recognition
and development as moral agents,
Womanist biblical interpreters take seriously the sociohistorical context in which
Black women have found themselves as moral agents. They identify ways in which
the plurality of experiences of African American women is both consistent with and in
contradistinction to mainstream American sociopolitical and theological culture.9192
The particular historical-social experience of women of colour has effectively eliminated
them from the dialogues and decision making processes of not only the society at large but even
with respect to their own lives.
An unprecedented fact in our midst is the birth of a theological trend that consciously
and critically seeks to respond to the faith experience, needs, and liberating ends of the
Hispanic/Latino people. This theology, brought about as a collective effort, proposes
to articulate systematically our self-understanding as subject and actors of faith and
history in the circumstances of the present. 92
Conscientization is an integral part of the growth of Hispanic and African American
women into full moral agents. This is the process by which an individual becomes aware of the
reality of oppression.93 On the mimetic arc of the Narrative Self, this process would be the
dynamic movement between préfiguration (the past experience or perception of oppressive
90 (K. G. Cannon 1989, 93)
91 (Byron 2005, 92)
92 (Aquino 1995, 192)
93 (G. a. Cannon 2005,137)
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structures - “what was”), configuration (the emplotment of the experience or perception within
the narrative of a future without oppression - “what might be”), and refiguration (as the self
realigns its present identity as a result of a re-interpretation of the past and a re-orientation
towards the future). One may begin this process with no more than a mere intuitive
understanding that something is wrong with this story, but through that discovery the individual
comes to “understand the real causes of oppression and the need to engage with others in
changing such a situation”.94 Through reflective action of the constituting self, both theologies
promote the participation of ‘organic intellectuals’95 thus creating a liberative praxis, which
respects and promotes the moral agency of women in their own liberation, as subjects of their
own narratives, “undermining the present oppressive world while building the liberative future
we desire.” 9697
Although both theologies primarily focus on the present struggle for survival of their
constituents, the ultimate goal of their work and their hopes is a liberated humanity. As schools
of theology it is imperative that within the sphere of women’s religious experience and
expression this liberative praxis is realized. For Womanists, this means examining and re
visioning the traditional depiction of black and blackness within the Christian tradition as the
basis for negative conceptualization of “vices and sins, sexual threats, and ‘heretical’ movements
in their communities.”

For Mujeristas the focus is on affirming a previously silenced

component of Christianity so as to claim some authority for their experiences within the
normative experiences of the Christian community at large. It is the belief of both Womanists
and Mujeristas that through the liberative praxis of conscientization transforming all humanity, a
94 (A. M. Isasi-Diaz, Mujerista Theology:A Theology for the Twenty-First Century 1996, 95)
95 (A. M. Isasi-Diaz, Mujerista Theology:A Theology for the Twenty-First Century 1996, 74)
96 (A. M. Isasi-Diaz, Burlando al Opresor: Mocking/Tricking the Oppressor: Dreams and Hopes of Hispanas/Latina
and Mujeristas 2004, 363)
97 (Byron 2005, 88)

new utopian formulation of reality is possible: a new meta-narrative which centres on the Kindom of God. A more intimate encounter with their stories illuminates the role of narrative in this
conscientization process.
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Chapter 4: Hermeneutics of
Remembrance & Affirmation
It was a relief when the Girl finally stepped onto dry land once more. Though the
Water People had sung o f the beauty and majesty o f the waves to the Girl it had
seemed an unnatural and disturbing environment. The constant shifting o f the deck
below her, the unbroken expanses o f sea and sky, the constant onslaught o f a song not
hers had all taken their toll. She was tired, she needed renewal, she needed to sing
Her Song again.

As she entered the City she prayed that she wouldfind what she was looking for. The
City was unlike any place she had seen before. No two people seemed to be the same.
There was no common Song being sung but what seemed to the Girl to be a cacophony
o f songs. Each song competing with the other. Each voice striving to be heard above
this din.

The Girl tried to offer her Song to the City; but she had forgotten it. When she tried to
sing again o f the rolling mountains she was silenced by images o f rolling seas. When
she tried to sing again o f the stark reality o f the collieries- its musty air, its silence, its
stillness - she was distracted by the memory o f strong sea winds, flapping sails, and
movement... constant movement. Uncertain, she tried to sing instead the song o f the
Valley People but it was as elusive as her own. Instead offields o f sheep and cows she
could only sing offish and seabirds. Instead offields o f various shades o f green and
gold she saw an endless expanse o f mingling shades o f blue. In desperation she tried
to sing the song o f the Academy but the structure and order o f that song was no match
for the chaos in her soul. Frightened and alone, the Girl wandered to the outskirts o f
the City. There she found an old stone wall. The coldness and solidness o f its stones
gave her comfort - reminded her o f the Village which she had left so long ago. She
hung her head and wept.
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After sometime, her tears abated and she heard a soft song floating on the air. She
raised her head to see that she was not alone after all. There, a short way down the
wall, was a Woman sitting and softly singing. So softly that the Girl had to strain to
hear the words. The Woman was singing a lament. As the Girlfocused on her
companion she realized the Woman was o f a new people - the People o f the South.
She had brown eyes which reflected a lost and distant world: capturing the deep
darkness o f canopied rainforests; evoking the endless dunes o f strange desert
landscapes in which life was a surprise; reflecting vast expanses o f savannahs full o f
strange vegetation and even stranger animals. She sang a song o f community, o f loss,
o f alienation, o f change. In this strange song o f the Woman, the Girl recognized
something familiar. She listened.

The articulated goals of Mujerista and Womanist theologians - primarily survival,
secondarily liberation - are supported by the hermeneutic strategies they employ as both
interpreters of sacred stories and the writers of their own. The hermeneutic which is most distinct
is an hermeneutic of affirmation which seeks to interrupt the former narratives by reassigning the
role of subject to the marginalized. This hermeneutical strategy privileges the lived experience
of the participants as the horizon from which all analysis and reflection is undertaken, and
focuses on the future through the creation of new narratives. This takes into account the
Diaspora experience of both groups of women by naming the racist, sexist, and classist
influences of the dominant culture which continue to oppress them:
The object of Latina theology is God, but a God discovered within the native
worldview of the Latina communities, and named from within their experiences of life
and death, word and silence, joy and suffering, liberation and oppression.
Mujerista theologians have named this struggle for survival within their community as la
lucha. That which defines the poor and the oppressed is not suffering but rather the struggle - la

98

(Aquino 1995, 195)

lucha - in the face of suffering: “Life is not a matter of this or that struggle but all of life is a
struggle.... But if I saw all of life as a struggle, then no matter what face the struggle has, the
struggle is a blessing”99. It is this struggle which frames the Mujerista anthropology as not a
struggle against external forces but a struggle, “for recognition of the fullness of our humanity as
women-selves, and on behalf of all persons”100.
The struggle is thus not a struggle to defeat the suffering which is the life experience - lo
cotidiano - in which most Latinas live, but rather the struggle to assert their self-hood against the
systems of oppression that work to diminish their humanity:
Lo cotidiano constitutes the immediate space of our lives, the first horizon of our
experiences, experiences that in turn are constitutive elements of our reality. Lo
cotidiano is where we first meet and relate to the material world made up not only of
physical realities but also of our relationship to that reality (culture) and our
understanding and evaluation of it (history). Lo cotidiano is necessarily enmeshed in
the material reality of life and is a key element of the structuring of social relations and
their limits. Lo cotidiano situates us and grounds us in our experiences. It refers to our
habitual judgments, including the tactics we use to deal with daily reality of life and
with the practices and beliefs we have inherited. However, by lo cotidiano we do not
refer to an uncritical acceptance of all we have been taught or to which we have
become habituated. On the contrary, we understand by lo cotindiano that which is
reproduced or repeated consciously. A conscienticized cotidiano is not one that
supports this or that worldview but one that describes, relates to, and identifies the
daily, ordinary reality of people’s lives. This means that one can indeed talk about lo
cotidiano of the rich as well as about lo cotidiano of the poor.101
By keeping lo cotidiano at the centre of their theological analysis Mujerista theologians
work within a very subjective context. Through this focus, narratives of grace, justice, and the
presence and love of God are made manifest in the lives of Hispanic women thus giving them the
tools for their struggle for survival. Furthermore, by articulating the strategies for survival that
Hispanic women have already developed, an opportunity for enrichment is offered to the wider
Christian community. Encountering a new narrative which offers a world-view which is ‘other’
99

(A. M. Isasi-Diaz, Mujerista Theology : A Praxis of Liberation - My Story 2008, 80)
100 (A. M. Isasi-Diaz, Mujerista Theology:A Theology for the Twenty-First Century 1996,144)
101 (A. M. Isasi-Diaz, A Mujerista Hermeneutics of Justice and Human Flourishing 2009,182)
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to the dominant world-view functions to destabilize that allegedly normative narrative, forcing
the reader/hearer to refigure one’s own narrative in view of this new experience. Within the very
action of decentring the dominant narrative, these challenging narratives create a space within
which the contextualization of the narratives is transcended and temporal time opens itself to
cosmological time.
A clear example of this is in the Mujeristas use of fiesta as a dominant theological
metaphor. Fiesta reminds humanity of the fellowship meals and celebrations that Jesus
participated in his ministry. Further, as fiesta is also a time of artistic expression through dance,
visuals, and music, it recalls the Creator God in whose image humanity has been made.

In a

similar vein, Mujeristas present an alternative understanding of time. Whereas most Euro-ethnic
people understand time as a commodity to be spent or saved much like money, and to which
people must accommodate in response to its abundance or dearth, Mujerista understanding is of
time as a process or a container for events of quality to be accommodated to people. This
concept of time, then, bridges the gap between immanent and transcendent time. By
understanding fiesta as a theological metaphor, the narrative is both a narrative set within livedtime and a narrative which also aligns the self towards cosmological time.
While providing and affirming their own experience and faith, the hermeneutic of
affirmation also provides alternative narratives which de-centre the traditional patriarchal
theological world-view. This hermeneutic strategy challenges the very language of theological
discourse by insisting upon the meaningful contributions to be brought by those, “voices and
experiences that have been historically marginalized from academic reflection.” 10203 This
understanding of time puts an emphasis on the present experience which then derives both

102 (Spencer 2005,122)
103 (Gonzalez 2009,153)
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biblical interpretation as well as interpretation of lo cotidiano. As a result, God’s nearness or
immanence is often highlighted in Mujerista interpretation.
Womanist Theologians also utilize a hermeneutic of affirmation, however, the Womanist
emphasis, unlike that of the Mujeristas104, is on the past,
Black women, like all women, have a history - a history that, for centuries has, in
many ways, been “lost, stolen, or strayed” from the massive tomes in which the
conquests and victories of people have, heretofore, been inscribed. Theirs is a history
of Black women, against all odds, passing down from mother to child, the knowledge
necessary to “keep on keeping on” through any and all challenges to them.105
For Womanists, affirmation of the cultural identity of the present is grounded in an
historical reclaiming -- a hermeneutic of remembrance. This emphasis is not to take attention
away from the challenging lived-experience of most contemporary African Americans, but rather
to bring to light the oppressive forces that shaped - and continue to shape - their present reality.
While seeking to create new narratives, the hermeneutic of remembrance highlights and
privileges narratives which have previously been ignored by the dominant culture.
One primary oppressive experience is that of surrogacy. In the antebellum era the
surrogacy of slave women took three distinct forms: as surrogate mothers through the ‘mammy’
tradition; as surrogate labourers through the masculinzation of women slaves in physical labour;
as surrogate sexual partners through systemic rape perpetrated by white owners and over seers.
While such surrogacy experiences were the burdens of slave women they also had a
corresponding diminishing impact on the dignity of the male slaves. The result of both these
psychological impacts and the harsh realities of the slave experience meant that African

104 Michelle Gonzalez explains the conflict between two leading female Hispanic theologians on this de-emphasis
of history. Maria Pilar Aquino disagrees with Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz and argues that feminism is in fact indigenous to
Latin Americans and that ignoring this reality erases the struggles of women against sexism and patriarchy. Aquino
thus rejects the term Mujerista because in her view it erases the history of feminism within Latin America.
(Gonzalez 2009,152)
105 (Hayes 1995, 2)
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American males were largely absent from any significant role in the lives of the women or their
children. By default, the most sustaining relationship for a slave woman was often her
relationship with God:
In this motherhood role black women have traditionally looked for support more from
God than their male counterparts either because male slaves were largely precluded
from any involvement in the parenting and then in postbellum South they were in
competition with female blacks for power as they tried to exert the power and dignity
taken away from them in the slavocracy.106
Womanists suggest these three expressions of surrogacy continue to inform the life
experience of many African American women who live in poverty and its legacy is to continue
to effectively diminish the African American male presence in family life. Womanists therefore
seek to reconstruct an Afro-centric concept of family and women’s role where, “nurture is a
liberating activity practiced by women, whether they are biological mothers or not.”107
For both Mujeristas and Womanists an expansive understanding of sacred narrative is an
important focus in their hermeneutics of affirmation and remembrance. Evidence of God’s
presence, love and grace is found and named within the narratives of the ordinary Hispanic and
African American women. By using an hermeneutic of affirmation, the voices of these women,
who have largely been silenced by patriarchy, racism, and classism are given once more full
consideration as vital witnesses that enrich the entire Christian community:
Out of a sense of justice to Latinas whose voices, whose lives, are hardly ever taken
into consideration by academics or by society at large, we have not wavered in our
commitment to provide a platform for them in Mujerista theology. Our faithfulness to
their stories, to their understandings and insights, and our ongoing commitment to
privilege their preferred future is also grounded in a firm conviction that it is precisely
their vision of the future that will bring us closer to the kin-dom of God.108

106 (Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness :The Challenge of Womanlst God -Talk 1993, 46)

107 Invalid source specified.
108 (Isasi-Diaz 2001, 122)
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By privileging these narratives, Mujerista and Womanist theologians are not simply
highlighting something which has always existed, but they are also helping their constituents to
write new narratives in which Hispanic and African American women act as their own moral
agents and are the subjects of their own narratives. For the historical and present lifeexperiences in which most of these women live has often warped their own self-perception to
conform to the perception represented by the narratives of the dominant group. Privileging these
stories has an impact on constituting both the idem-sameness-identity and the ipse-selfhoodidentity of their constituents. By placing the individual narrative within the wider context of
women who have experienced similar struggles, who have shared an ethnicity, who have
survived a Diasporic existence, these narratives provide permanence to the individual situated
over time in the development of their idem-sameness-identity. However, the privileging of the
deeply personal experience constantly interrupts that permanency by asking questions of agency
- who is this entity who acts in time, who is struggling now, who is Black or Hispanic, who lives
separated from her herstoric home? And most importantly, how has she written her story? These
testimonies (testimonios) have a recognized place in Hispanic and African American culture as
faith stories which involve an empowering intertwining of God’s story, found in the biblical
narrative, with women's everyday narratives. This potent intertwining of the divine and the
mundane raises the sacred narratives of the lived-experience to the level of Kerygma for IsasiDiaz. 109
However, although Isasi-Diaz privileges the contemporary narratives of Hispanic women,
she has set herself in conflict with some female Hispanic theologians based on her omission of
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(Conde-Frazier, Latina Women and Immigration 2008, 57)
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Christian traditions as legitimate expressions of God’s grace. 113 The use of such a wide range of
non-traditional narratives provides Mujerista and Womanist theologians a unique opportunity to
present narratives to the wider Christian community which reveal the myriad ways in which God
reveals the prophetic word and to present challenging models of action for Christian living. In
this way, both can ultimately become truly liberating theologies.
The use of biblical narratives is just as revealing as the use of extra-biblical narratives.
Mujerista scholars privilege biblical narratives which reflect most accurately the everyday
experience of struggle of their own constituents. Cultural criticism, which includes
sociohistocial criticism, form criticism, literary criticism, rhetorical criticism, is used to extract
from these narratives a theologically enriching interpretation which speaks to the everyday
experience of Hispanic women.114 Biblical narratives that do not explicitly support the
hermeneutic goal of survival are simply not used115 thus rendering the scriptural text as generally
peripheral to the lives of Hispanic women. This relegating of the scriptures to a peripheral place
is the result of a threefold influence. Firstly, the Bible is culturally and temporally distant from
the experience of Hispanic women and historically suspect as being a tool of oppression during
the time of the conquista. Secondly, Jesus figures less in the popular religiosity of Hispanic
women than do the saints. Saints, who are often imbued with the characteristics and functions of
African and Amerindian deities, are often women, and their stories are not controlled by the
official church to the same extent as is the Jesus story. By embracing the narratives of the Saints,
Mujeristas can claim more space for the exercise of the imagination in recognizing the sameness
of humanity rather than the absolute otherness of the Divine.

(Ruether 2005,163)
114 (A. M. Isasi-Diaz, A Mujerista Hermeneutics of Justice and Human Flourishing 2009,184)
115 (Conde-Frazier, Response: A Framework Toward Solidarity and Justice 2005,132)
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And thirdly,
Hispanic women, not entirely unconsciously, do not want to give importance to
something they do not understand and cannot control. Not paying attention to the
Bible is a way of protecting their limited world of self-determination rather than a
matter of rejecting dogmas or other church teachings.116
When, scripture is understood to speak to women’s experience, it is read as a sacred text
in conjunction with the “sacred text” of lo cotidiano providing two parallel accounts of the
activity of God in the world. The reading of these two narratives together enhances the witness
and experience of the power of God in each.117
Womanist theologians have a similar approach to the scriptural narratives, one that arises
from the historical spiritual practice of African Slaves: “African Americans did not
accommodate themselves to the Bible but rather they accommodated the Bible to “the urgent
necessities of their lives.”118 Just as the Mujeristas select biblical narratives which speak to lo
cotidiano so the Womanists select privilege narratives which provide insight into God's response
to “the community's situation of pain and bondage”119 and more specifically narratives which
speak to the specific situation of pain and bondage experienced by women.
In addition to Hagar, whose story will be explored in more detail later, the anonymous
women of the New Testament are often equated with “Elizabeth” the first female slave to arrive
on American soil.120 A woman whose real name is lost to history but whose experience, whose
need for healing and restoration, and whose instinct for survival has echoed through time to
provide hope and meaning to the struggle of contemporary Black women.

116 (A. M. Isasi-Diaz, The Bible and Mujerista Theology 1990, 265)
117 (Conde-Frazler, Response: A Framework Toward Solidarity and Justice 2005,134)
118 (Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness :The Challenge of Womanist God -Talk 1993, 4)
119 (Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness :The Challenge of Womanist God -Talk 1993, 4)
120 (Weems 1988, 92)
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A third group of privileged narratives are those relating to the group of women standing
at the cross. These too are often lifted up as honoured foremothers. The fact that it was a group
of women speaks to the need of female solidarity, past and present, in order to survive the
oppressive structures encountered.12112 This group of sisters was not only there to provide support
for one another, but were also there to provide support for Christ in his final hours, who had
affirmed his Messiahship, and served him when he was too tired to serve others. Finally, at the
cross, they prayed for him when he could no longer pray for himself.
In their exegesis of biblical narratives Womanists, like Mujeristas, will use a broad range
of critical tools to support their hermeneutic goal allowing them to read both sacred narratives of
scripture and life as mutually enriching. This is often accomplished by the technique of
extending or enlarging a scriptural passage in order to tailor the imagery of that text to concrete
Black experiences.123 This technique, coupled with the privileging of narratives involving
women and highlighting the need for healthy relationships, often results in a creative
reconstruction of the possible emotions, and motivations of biblical women. Thus stories of one
or two lines, such as the story of the mid-wives Shiphrah and Puah (Ex. 1:15-22), are
extrapolated into full narratives with fully developed characters, additional sub- plots, and even
supplemental dialogue,
The assumption is simple: despite difference in time, culture, lifestyles, attitudes,
biblical women were compelled by the same passions as we - love, compassion, hope,
jealousy, and fear. A common thread of sacred female experience continues to bind
centuries of women. While these reconstructions of the relationships between women
in the Bible make no claim to fact, they do claim to be responsible and realistic
testimonies of the ways in which women sometimes perfectly, other times imperfectly,
love themselves and one another.124
(Weems 1988, 88)
122 (Weems 1988, 93)
123 (Gilkes, "Mother to the Motherless, Father to the Fatherless": Power, Gender, and Community in an Afrocentric
Biblical Tradition 1989, 58)
124 (Weems 1988, x)
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This then completes a pattern of female unity which transcends the purely Black
experience: unity with biblical foremothers, unity with slave foremothers, and unity with all
women affirms the universality of the gospel message.
The common approach to scripture found within the Mujerista and Womanist schools
coupled with their willingness to look beyond scriptural narratives for authoritative sacred
narratives, provides some venues for dialogue. The privileging of specific narratives particularly the Hagar narratives - can provide an entry point for dialogue between the groups to
“unmask the nefarious and interstitial relationship that race, gender, and sexuality have played in
the dark history of Western imperialism”.

In this manner the hermeneutic strategies of both

schools work towards rewriting the narrative of not only what it means to be a Hispanic or Black
woman but ultimately what it means to be a woman. Particularly instructive in this regard is the
Womanist use of the interpretational tool of proto-gesis,
It employs methodologies that analyze all the African American deposits of culture in
which the Hagar references appear from slave-time to the present day. Proto-gesis is a
Womanist theologian’s way of leading the community into cultural self-study. The
study not only focuses on the significance of the biblical appropriation for revealing
issues and questions vital to the community’s daily life and sustenance; it also
provides issues and questions from the culture that the theologian can use in the
dialogue between the results'yc of both proto-getical analysis and historical-critical
exegesis of the Hagar text.
i

Such proto-getical analysis is done within the context of cultural self-study by applying
the same interpretative strategies appropriate to scriptural narratives to the entire cultural deposit
in which the biblical interpretation is embedded. The result is the recognition within Scripture
and culture of a “point of connection and a point of departure from which an authentic Womanist
1 97

theology can be launched.”*1267

A" (Salguero 2004, 226)
126 (Williams, Hagar in African American Biblical Appropriation 2006, 178)
127 (Williams, Hagar in African American Biblical Appropriation 2006,182)
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This intentional coupling by scholars of the two sacred narratives of experience and
scripture through specific hermeneutical strategies is a reflection of the intuitive process which
has long been at work within the constituencies of these groups as is evidenced from their
historic religiosity.128129 To reflect this, both schools value the religious experience of the average
woman. The goal of Womanists and Mujeristas is to provide authentic theologies that make a
tangible difference in the lived experience of living, breathing, struggling women. Thus both
seek to find a platform for their narratives within the public sphere. However, recognizing that
theirs are narratives and voices that have largely been excluded if not silenced within the sphere
of academia, and within the sphere of the ‘official church’

they attempt to address all three

audiences. 130
Having seen that there exist many commonalities between Mujeristas and Womanist:
both seek to address the lived experience of suffering of their constituents, both embrace an
expansive understanding of sacred text, both are selective in their use of biblical narratives, and
both apply a wide range of hermeneutical tools resulting in cultural criticism. It is not surprising,
then that there are many common themes to the results of their hermeneutical undertakings.
First and foremost God’s response to God’s children is not to liberate them, but rather to
actively participate in their survival or quality o f life. Liberation is not initiated by divine action
but is initiated by humans who have encountered God in their struggle. This quality of life
theology is deeply grounded in the insistence upon a relational theology. The vocational drive
for any woman is to search out and live a positive quality of life that is reflected in life-giving

128 (A. M. Isasi-Diaz, The Bible and Mujerista Theology 1990, 263)
129 For the Mujeristas this is largely defined as the Roman Catholic Church and for the Womanists this is largely
defined as the Protestant Black Churches.
130 (Eugene 1992, 94)
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relationships for herself, her family, her specific cultural community and the wider Christian
community, “Her vocation in its fullest, Christian sense is the call to communion through
intentional moral agency in the social relations of life.” 131132Therefore emotions, especially in
exegetical work, are given priority over theories as the mediators of relationships of all
descriptions. Dismissing emotions opens the door to the potential to oppress fellow human
beings. Understanding and valuing emotions, on the other hand, leads to self-awareness and the
defeat of learned oppressive behaviours.

Furthermore, by privileging community over

individualism, the interconnectedness and interdependency of all humanity is recognized and
through an ontology of wholeness is realized

and all participate in the unfolding of the kin-

dom of God.
Another common theme is a strong incamational theology. Complementary to this
incamational emphasis is a strong belief in an immanent God who is a participant in the struggle
with Hispanic and black women, who is and always shall be involved in the personal history of
the oppressed.
By lifting up the lived experience of their constituents, Womanists and Mujeristas give
dignity to the mundane. By taking such experiences and placing them alongside the biblical
narrative a fully enfleshed Word is evoked.134135Furthermore, within the context of community
when one connects deeply with the lived experiences of others the enfleshed Word truly becomes
redeeming and restorative as authentic encounter with each other and with the Word is risked,
Encounter is not only the place where we can find God but also where the “other”
1
becomes neighbour.

131 (Martin, From Womanist Theology to Womanist Ethics: The Contribution of Delores S. Williams 2004, 210)
132 (Conde-Frazier, Response: A Framework Toward Solidarity and Justice 2005, 133)
133 (Townes, To Be Called Beloved: Womanist Ontology in Post Modern Refraction 1993,114)
134 (Conde-Frazier, Response: A Framework Toward Solidarity and Justice 2005, 132)
135 (Conde-Frazier, Response: A Framework Toward Solidarity and Justice 2005, 132)
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The emphasis on the enfleshed Word encountered within the lived experience of the
present helps to deflect, in part, the scandalous particularity of Jesus of Nazareth while
embracing the salvific presence of the Risen Christ. As already addressed, Hispanic women
relegate the figure of Jesus to a relatively minor role embracing the Saints and Mary instead.
Christ, in this context remains a transcendent character while the Saints represent the immanent
encounter with the divine. However, as Christians, the Mujerista have a developed Christology
which combines these two aspects of the Christ event by using the title Jesucristo. Jesucristo is a
unique but not exclusive mediator of the kin-dom of God. For Mujeristas, each individual is also
a unique mediator of the kin-dom whose participation in its fruition cannot be replaced by
another, not even by Jesucristo, “This is so because each and every one of us is an image of God,
an imago dei: each and every one of us carries seeds of divinity that make who we are capable of
being and what we are capable of doing essential to the unfolding of the kingdom of God.”

In

responding to Jesus’ own query - “Who do you say that I am” - Mujeristas say Jesucristo is a
beloved member of the family. Family is understood in its most expansive sense, but also in its
specific experience. Jesucristo models responsible relativity, an approach to understanding
community and family as both the transcendent but also the immanent. In this way Jesucristo is
freed from the objective universal meanings which have, in the past, been used to undergird such
oppressive structures as colonialism, cultural imperialism and patriarchy.

1T7

Womanists, on the other hand, have formulated a Christology that clearly delineates a
separation between the historical Jesus of Nazareth and the universal Risen Christ. The former,
in some cases, represented as a black woman - the most oppressed of the oppressed.

This

violence to the biblical narratives has usually been eschewed for a more nuanced approach.13678
136 (A. M. Isasi-Diaz, La Lucha Continues :Mujerista Theology 2004, 247)
137 (A. M. Isasi-Diaz, La Lucha Continues :Mujerista Theology 2004, 254)
138 (Williams, Rituals of Resistance in Womanist Worship 1993, 219)
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While recognizing that Christ was usually represented as not only male but white, and thus
constructed from suppositions of white superiority and used to support oppressive social and
political, Womanists seek to find an understanding of Christ which also assures them that Christ
is with them in their struggles.

For Womanists, the freedom to re-vision a Christ who

represents humanity rather than a particular race or gender, and who teaches of right relationship
rather than power and oppression lay in Jesus’ query of Peter - “Who do you say that I am?”
(Mark 8:29),
Black women have said and continue to say that Jesus Christ is one of us. When we
see Jesus Christ, we see both the particular Jesus of Nazareth and the universal Christ
of faith. In Jesus Christ, we see an oppressed experience and at the same time we see
liberation. When we see Jesus Christ, we see concreteness and absoluteness, for in
Jesus Christ, the absolute becomes concrete.*140
These twin strands of relational and incamational theology are reflected in the liturgical
expressions formulated by both schools. Once more challenging the status quo in order to find a
public sphere for their theology, both schools highlight the value of authentic liturgical
expression. Such liturgical expression employs the hermeneutics of affirmation and
remembrance, challenges the expressions of oppression in church and society, supports an
encounter with the enfleshed Word, and always arises from and enhances community,
Passion is the witness of the living word. Latinas speak of the word as a guide to
truth, truth that takes its form in us. This form is devotion. Devotion is the act or
condition of giving oneself up for another person, purpose, or service. Devotion is a
sacred and reverent expression of the totality of our person. The fruit of such worship
is solidarity. 141
Now, for the purposes of exploring further the intersection between survival theologies
and the Narrative Self, an analysis of the hermeneutic strategies as applied to specific sacred
narratives will be presented. For the sake of clarity, our Mujerista sisters shall temporarily take
(Brown 1989,15)
140 (Grant; Subjectification as a Requirement for Christological Construction 1990; 209)
141 (Conde-Frazier; Response: A Framework Toward Solidarity and Justice 2005; 133)
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their leave as we focus our analysis on Womanist hermeneutic strategies as applied to the iconic
narratives of Hagar (Gen 16, and 21:8-21) slave of Abram/Abraham and Sarai/Sarah, Sojourner
Truth (c 1797 - 1883) freed slave and activist and, finally, Baby Suggs, Sethe, and Denver, the
primary fictional female characters in Beloved (©1987) by Toni Morrison.
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Chapter 5: Daughters of Hagar
This Woman o f the South sang a song that resonated with the Girl. The Woman
sang a song o f the past, the distant past; o f a time o f great Empires. Offamilies
and communities living in peace and security. The Girl dreamed once more o f
her People - remembering the People o f the Village. The jo y o f that community.
The family that was gathered there. The Girl felt as if the Woman was looking
into her soul - singing her truth. Then the Woman sang o f the more recent past o f being torn from that land. O f a voyage across the Water held in bondage. O f
humiliations and deprivations. O f assaults on the body and the soul. A song o f
anger against the Peoples who oppressed her - people who had the blue eyes o f
the water, the green eyes o f the Valley and the grey eyes o f the Mountains. The
Girl felt uncomfortable at these words. She wanted to stop the Woman from
singing any further yet she felt compelled to listen suspecting that the truth being
sung was not only the Woman’s truth but somehow her own. The Woman then
sang o f the present, o f being a stranger in a strange land. Unconnected to those
things which had given her people their meaning and their identity. The Girl knew
with absolute certainty that this was also her truth as she searched to reclaim her
Song in this strange land.
Finally the Woman sang o f the future. The song changed in tone from lament to
hope. As the Girl embraced the vision fo r the future sung by the Woman she
raised her voice - tentatively, respectfully - and sang; adding a harmony to the
song o f the Woman. The Woman smiled and nodded. As they sat there on that
wall - strangers yet sisters- the Woman and the Girl sang o f their
disappointments, their strength, their challenges, their joys, their hopes, their
unity, their faith.

As explored earlier, Womanists have an expansive definition of sacred narratives, which
embraces historical and fictional narratives alongside scriptural narratives. Through their
hermeneutics of affirmation and remembrance, the new decentring narratives they wish to create
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often entangle these different sources in creative ways to highlight both the idem (sameness)
identity of shared experiences and the ipse (selfhood) identity of a moral agent. Illustrative of
this entanglement of narratives is the significance of slave narratives in Womanist theological
considerations. As discussed earlier the cultural memory of the slave experience of antebellum
USA continues to exert its influence on the lived experience of African American women today.
In the mimetic arc of Narrative Self this lived reality coupled with the historical experience
represents the pre-figuration stage. The configuration stage occurs when contrary narratives are
presented which challenge that lived-reality in which the assigned identity of
slave/victim/forsaken/cursed/sub-human is rejected as the imagination opens new possibilities.
An example of this configuration stage of challenge to an assigned identity of slave is revealed in
the exegetical exploration of the three sacred narratives of Hagar (biblical), Sojourner Truth
(historical), and Beloved (fictional).
Hagar is arguably the most significant Biblical human figure in Womanist biblical
interpretation. As Delores Williams states,
For more than two hundred years, African Americans have appropriated the biblical
figure Hagar. She has appeared in many different co-narratives, supporting a variety
of meanings. In literary, social scientific, historical, anthropological, and theological
sources Hagar appears.142
The affinity of Womanists for Hagar is based on the idem (sameness) identity shared by
Hagar and contemporary African American Women. For in Hagar’s story are found the same
themes of sexual exploitation, survival struggle involving children, poverty and oppression that
have marked African-American women’s experience. Yet, the Hagar story also holds the
promise of a marginalized woman having a meaningful and transformative encounter with God the hope of a re-figured future narrative. It is through this encounter with God that Hagar
142 (Williams, Hagar in African American Biblical Appropriation 2006,172)
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becomes the first female in the Bible to liberate herself from oppressive power structures.
Thus, for Womanists, Hagar is not merely a Biblical character who shares their experience of
oppression but she also provides a model of action and faith which they can then appropriate in
their own self-constituting identity.
In her book, Just a Sister Away, Weems presents a series of guided bible studies intended
to focus on the significance of Women’s relationships in the Bible. Therefore, Weems shifts the
focus of the story from the traditional interpretation of Abram/Abraham as main character to a
highlighting the dynamics of the relationship between Hagar and Sarai/Sarah.143144 This is a
relationship marred by racism, to be sure, but even more so by the exploitation of one woman by
another,
We must remember this story for its piercing portrayal of one woman's exploitation of
another woman. 145
Being true to her hermeneutic of examining the relationships between women, Weems
pays little attention to the dénouement of Hagar’s story. So rather than focusing on the actions of
God in the narrative, she focuses on the actions of the women and finds within them reflections
of historical and contemporary dynamics between women who stand in a position of power over
another and those they exploit. In this sense the narrative of Hagar becomes their own narrative,
The story of the Egyptian slave and her Hebrew mistress is hauntingly parallel to the
stories of black slave women and white mistresses during the antebellum period. The roles of
Hagar and Abram are reflected in the all too common stories of forcible sexual surrogacy
through the rape of black women by white slave masters and overseers. The role of Sarai, as the
humiliated wife, is reflected in the accounts of “punitive beatings by resentful white wives who

143 (Williams, Sisters In the Wilderness :The Challenge of Womanist God -Talk 1993,19)
144 (Weems 1988,11-12)
145 (Weems 1988,14)
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penalized the raped slave women for their husbands' lust and savagery.” 146 Hagar’s decision to
return and submit may find resonance in the stories of slave women who felt they had no option
but to submit to their slave masters' sexual advances as a way of protecting their loved ones:
protecting them from being beaten or from being sold. And there were even examples of slave
women who submitted to these sexual advances “as the only way of elevating their social rank in
order to protect themselves from vicious overseers and mistresses.”147
But the narrative, for Weems, is not only found in the biblical source, and in historical
context but also within the lived experience of African American women today. For this
narrative, which illuminates inter-female relationships characterized by exploitation, distrust,
contempt, “continue to stalk the relationships between black and white women in America even
to this day.” 148
All of these levels of narrative - biblical, historical and contemporary - are stories of
“women betraying women, mothers conspiring against mothers ... social rivalry” 149 created by a
patriarchal capitalistic society that sets woman against woman.150
For Delores Williams the hermeneutic key to Hagar lay in the process she calls protogesis,
[Proto-gesis] employs methodologies that analyze all the African American deposits of
culture in which the Hagar references appear from slave-time to the present day.
Proto-gesis is a womanist theologian’s way of leading the community into cultural
self-study. The study not only focuses on the significance of the biblical appropriation
for revealing issues and questions vital to the community’s daily life and sustenance; it
also provides issues and questions from the culture that the theologian can use in the

(Weems
147 (Weems
148 (Weems
149 (Weems
150 (Weems

1988, 7)
1988, 7)
1988, 7)
1988, 2)
1988,10)
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dialogue between the results of both proto-getical analysis and historical-critical
exegesis of the Hagar text.151
By utilizing both proto-gesis and historical-critical interpretation, Womanists uncover the
two-way relationship between the Hagar narrative and the cultural deposits in which it appears.
The story of Hagar has, over time, been influenced by the development of ideas regarding
gender, race and religion arising from within the community which appropriates it. Thus the
interpretation of the narrative is not inert but rather a dynamic process which reflects changing
perceptions, norms and mores of the community. However, those changing perceptions, norms
and mores of that community have also been influenced by the appropriation of the Hagar
narrative.

This process reveals the effects of traversing the mimetic arc by a community with

respect to one of its most sacred narratives thereby providing a “firm foundation upon which
womanist theologians can construct their proposals about the community’s faith regarding God’s
relation to women.”152153
Whereas Weems focused her hermeneutic on the relationship between the two women,
Williams focuses almost exclusively on the character of Hagar as she draws parallels between
Hagar and contemporary African American women’s social identity. Foremost in this process is
the sharing of the wilderness experiences and survival. It is within this context of Hagar’s
wilderness experience that Williams locates an alternative decentring image of women of colour
that defies past and present assumptions about their sexuality, their coerced surrogacy, their
survival strategies, and their close relationship with God.

1^

151 (Williams, Hagar in African American Biblical Appropriation 2006,178)
152 (Williams, Hagar in African American Biblical Appropriation 2006,179-180)
153 (S. Jones 1995, 175)
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It is in this context that the true nature of womanist theology as a survival theology, not a
liberation theology, is revealed. The God whom Hagar encounters in the wilderness is not a
Liberator but El-roi, the God who sees: God sees, God provides, but it is Hagar who acts. In this
sense, she and Ishmael model many African American families; a single mother struggling to
keep body and soul together whilst living in a condition of abject poverty thrust upon her by the
oppressive/exploitive dominant culture, “Hagar, like many black women, goes into the wide
world to make a living for herself and her child, with only God by her side.”154 This God, whom
the contemporary African American encounters in her life, is not a liberating God, but rather Elroi; God, who sees and interacts in their lives in such a way as to improve their quality-of-life so
as to ensure their survival,
In black consciousness, God’s survival and quality of life response to Hagar is God’s
response of survival and quality of life to African American women and mothers of
slave descent struggling to sustain their families with God’s help.155
The paradox presented by surrogacy is entwined in this understanding of God who
provides rather than liberates, for surrogacy, in Hagar’s context, is both the locus of her
oppression and the locus of her survival. For, as Williams notes, in her first wilderness
encounter with God, Hagar assumes three roles usually preserved for male figures: the reception
of a prosperity blessing (Gen 16:11, 12); the naming of a well (Gen 16:14); and, most
significantly, the naming of God (Gen 16:13). Thus her surrogacy becomes, for Hagar, at once
her defilement and her empowerment. In this way Williams does not simply reject surrogacy as
evil. To do so would be to diminish the willing surrogacy which is the lived-experience of so
many African American women. Rather it is the forceful imposition of surrogacy and its
inevitable injustices which is evil. An evil that is revealed through the encounter with El-roi.

154 (Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness :The Challenge of Womanist God -Talk 1993, 33)
155 (Williams, Hagar in African American Biblical Appropriation 2006,177)
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For, although the God of Williams is not primarily experienced as a God of Liberation,
El-roi does provide not only for survival, but also for a new vision. As the opener of the eyes of
the oppressed, the role of El-roi echoes Isasi-Diaz’ understanding of conscientization and the
preferential option for the poor. This new vision, a vision that illuminates the evils of
exploitation and oppression, calls forth from the oppressed their own initiative for freedom.
In this way, the Hagar narrative provides an alternative narrative which interrupts the dominant
Abraham-focused narrative. Through their imaginative appropriation of the Hagar narrative,
Womanist theologians such as Weems, Williams and many others, not only affirmed and
remembered an over-looked voice from the sacred scriptures, but also re-wrote their own
narrative which re-imagines how the world could be,
When our Black, male counterparts were shaping Black theology in the templates of
Barth, reinforcing a ransom theology whose salvation was dependent upon spilled
blood and Patriarchy, womanist theologians looked past Abraham and saw Hagar.
Womanist theologians speculated another way of conceiving the world and our place
in it as children of Hagar. Our epistemology of hope is grounded in the notion that
change, reframing, re-thinking, re-imagining, re-naming, re-structuring, re
conceiving—birthing anew, is not only possible but also necessary.156
As is evident from the discussion above, the hermeneutic strategies applied to the
appropriation of the Hagar story are inextricably interwoven with the legacy of the slave
experience of African American women’s foremothers. Therefore, slave narratives create
another point on the mimetic arc through which the narratives of biblical Hagar and present-self
are interpreted. For Womanists, slave narratives provide a fertile deposit in which are revealed
“the nature of work in African American women's lives, their moral agency in overcoming
dehumanization through labor (including reproductive labor), and a viable enslaved women's

156

(Westfield 2006, Loc. 2766-7)
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'work ethic' that could speak to what Williams has called survival/quality of life issues and
resistance strategies.”157
One of the most significant slave narratives is that narrative of Sojourner Truth; a woman
born into slavery in the Dutch Settlement of New York in 1797. Born Isabella, she gained her
freedom in 1827 and changed her name to Sojourner Truth. Simply put Truth was the most
famous Black Female religious figure in the antebellum period. 158 As Truth was born a slave, it
was illegal for her to be taught to read. Therefore, she was reliant upon listening to scripture and
having it read to her. After gaining her freedom she travelled the countryside as an itinerate
preacher and mystic. For many modern interpreters of Truth’s life, these two elements - her
orality and her mysticism - were the legacy of the African ontology of her mother Mau-Mau Bett
rather than the teachings of the Dutch Reformed Church to which she would have been
exposed.159
In her introductory comments to the narrative of Truth, Gilbert makes the following
observation with respect to Truth’s delight in bearing children into slavery,
But since that time, the subject of this narrative has made some advances from a state
of chattelism towards that of a woman and a mother; and she now looks back upon her
thoughts and feelings there, in her state of ignorance and degradation, as one does on
the dark imagery of a fitful dream. 160
We find further reflections of Hagar’s story in Truth’s. For instance, during her flight
from slavery, Gilbert relays that Truth, “sat down, fed her infant, and again turning her thoughts
to God, her only help, she prayed him to direct her to some safe asylum.” These prayers were
answered when Truth was inspired to remember the name of a nearby abolitionist. These various
elements of Truth’s narrative parallel that of Hagar. The end result was a growing awareness of
157 (Martin, From Womanist Theology to Womanist Ethics: The Contribution of Delores S. Williams 2004, 206)
158
(Townes, Black Women: From Slavery to Womanist Liberation 1995,173)
159 (Fiorenza 1993, 47)
160 (Gilbert 1850, 370-73)
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herself as moral agent - as subject of her own narrative rather than object of someone else’s.
This is perhaps most clearly evidenced in her famous A in ’t I a Woman speech at a woman’s
convention in 1851 in Ohio. In this text we see a mature Truth asserting her full personhood,
Dat man ober dar [a white clergyman on the rostrum] say dat womin needs to be
helped into carriages and lifted ober ditches, and to have de best place everywhar,
Nobody ever helps me into carriages or ober mud puddles, or give me any best place!
And ain’t I a woman? Look at my arms! I have ploughed, and planted and gathered
into bams, and no man could head me! And ain’t I a woman? ... I have borne thirteen
children, and seen ‘em mos’ all sold off to slavery and when I cried out with my
mother’s grief, none but Jesus heard me! And ain’t I a woman?161
It is an interesting reflection of the fact that Sojourner Truth’s narrative has been so
thoroughly appropriated by subsequent generations, that there exists some debate about the
veracity of any particular text of this speech. It is referred to variously as the A in ’t I a Woman?
or the A rn’t I a Woman? speech. Furthermore the text (as presented above by Delores Williams)
is often portrayed in a broken English that suggests Truth spoke in a strong Southern drawl, yet
given her youth in the Dutch settlement her speech should have more of a German influence than
that of the deep south.
This suggests that the narrative of Sojourner Truth has itself been revised and re-written
as part of the sacred canon of the community. Although the substance of the message remains,
the form has been changed slightly over time so that the main character, Truth, evolves into an
identity which more closely aligns with that of the common perception of slavery in the United
States. Perhaps as listeners have appropriated her story over time, through traversing the
mimetic arc, the Truth narrative has been refigured to centre upon a more archetypal slave
experience while providing distance from the dominant narrative by providing an ending of hope
and freedom rather than oppression and despair.

161

(Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness :The Challenge of Womanist God -Talk 1993)
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Beloved is a fictional womanist narrative which clearly uses three important sources of
Womanist sacred narrative - historical slave narratives, biblical sources and African spirituality.
In her foreword to her novel, which is dedicated to 'Sixty Million and more ’, Toni Morrison
states that the inspiration for the story came from the historical slave narrative of Margaret
Garner. Garner was a young mother who escaped along with seven other slaves from a
Kentucky plantation but, under the threat of apprehension by their slave owner, rather than
allowing her four children to return to slavery, Gamer tried to cut their throats. Three of the
children survived but the youngest, her three-year-old daughter died. Her case became a cause
celebre among abolitionists and it received much media attention at the time,
Additional news clippings suggest that she justified her actions by arguing that "it was
better for them to go home to God than back in slavery." When a concerned
abolitionist preacher asked her '"why did you not trust in God—why not wait and
hope?'" Margaret answered: '1 did wait, and then we dared to do, and fled in fear, but
in hope; hope fled—God did not appear to save—I did the best I could!"'
Sethe is the fictional parallel to Garner. Rather than subject her children to a return to
slavery, Sethe tries to kill her two sons (Howard and Buglar), her newly born daughter (Denver)
and her unnamed infant daughter. Only the unnamed child is killed: this child is named, after her
death, Beloved. From this starting point - the historical narrative of Margaret Gamer - Morrison
creates a novel which poses questions about redemption and sacrifice, enslavement and freedom,
survival and faith. Yet these universal questions are raised within the context of a specific quasihistorical slave narrative. In order to bridge that gap between the transcendent and the immanent
Morrison weaves throughout her narrative diverse biblical allusions: Baby Suggs, the matriarch,
has an injured hip reminiscent of the biblical Jacob; Joshua ferries the fleeing slave woman
across the Ohio River into the Promised Land of freedom (Ohio); a white girl comes to the aid of
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a black woman birthing her baby of the banks of the river evoking images of Moses; the four
horsemen (slave catchers) whose appearance triggers a terrible personal apocalypse for Sethe.
But of course, these allusions also serve to highlight the reversals between the plot of Beloved
and the narratives of their respective biblical sources. Baby Suggs dies of a broken heart with
her faith vanished. Joshua renames himself, Stamp Paid, after murdering his wife who was being
sexually exploited by the white slave owner. The Promised Land represents only physical
freedom not spiritual or emotional freedom as Sethe becomes enslaved by the monstrous ghost of
her dead child, Beloved.
But it is not simply the Christian tradition that finds expression in Beloved, but also
African Spirituality. In the resurrection of Beloved and the tribute to Baby Suggs, we find
echoes of the African belief in communicating with the dead.

Morrison weaves together

elements of black folklore, African tribal religion, and magical realism, in such a way as to, “not
significantly compromise her affirmation of Christianity as a source of goodness and hope in the
midst of horrendous suffering and evil.” *164 For in Morrison’s writing, even having had the
experience of slavery does not exempt her characters from repentance, seeking forgiveness,
working towards reconciliation and, ultimately, working through their own salvation.
Perhaps nowhere is this syncretisation of Christianity and African tribal religion more
apparent than in the character of Baby Suggs. Just like Sojourner Truth, Baby Suggs, holy, is a
mystic who has the power of calling forth the Spirit, as her African mothers and grandmothers
did.

“ (Griesinger 2001, 700)
164 (Griesinger 2001, 700)
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Indeed, for Womanist theologian Diana Hayes, Baby Suggs, is a prototype Womanist. 165
Baby Suggs loved deeply, strongly her community: calling forth the children, the men and the
women to laugh and to dance and to cry; preaching her gospel to them, urging them and
reminding them to love themselves as she loves them. A woman who expresses the oral
traditions of her people rather than the written traditions of the dominant culture of the slave
owners, Baby Suggs’ message is one that arises from the specific context of her own lived
struggle as a woman in slavery,
While much in this example mimics gestures associated with the black male preacher,
the essence of womanism is in Baby Suggs's sermon-message. The sermon
reestablishes a sense of self-love. Her reliance is not upon the Bible, but upon her own
lived experience and recovery of self in her postslavery life /66
The big heart of Baby Suggs is ultimately defeated when the whitemen enter her yard and
provoke the horrific actions of her daughter-in-law Sethe. However, Baby Suggs’
granddaughter, Sethe’s surviving daughter, Denver is the woman in the family who more than
any other character claims her full personhood while looking to a new future. Denver, though a
mere month old, is deeply affected by the events in the woodshed. After Stamp Paid managed to
save Denver from having her brains dashed out by her mother, Sethe nursed her infant while her
breasts were still soaked in the blood of the dead toddler (Beloved): Denver nursed on the milk
of her mother and the blood of her dead sister intermixed. This imagery of the intermixing of
life and death continues as Denver grows. Denver, due to her mother’s protectiveness, does not
leave the house; instead, she is limited to the companionship of her mother, her grandmother and
the ghost of her sister. Before the ghost materializes into human form, the relationship is one of
love and playfulness. However, after Beloved materializes, Denver grows to realise the negative

(Hayes 1995, 42)
166 (Reed 2007, 62)

effects of her ghost-sister. While her mother is lost in a battle with this ghost, and all the
‘ghosts’ of her slave days, Denver grows in maturity until she realises that she must step out into
the world to earn money so all three can live. In this action, by stepping forward into the world,
Denver begins a sequence of events which ends with the exorcism of the ghost-sister by the
women of the community, freeing Sethe to finally live in peace with her past.
In the plot of Beloved Morrison presents an eloquent illustration of the mimetic arc
working in her characters. This novel is very much a narrative about narratives: unspoken
narratives, lost narratives and narratives too horrible to repeat. It illustrates the effect the telling
or the not telling of stories can have on a person’s sense of identity.
In all three of these sacred narratives, the audience is invited into the same identitycreating process of the characters themselves. The horror and shock evoked by the lived
experience of the characters provide a catalyst for conscientization. The hope and redemption
with which all three narratives end invite all who carry their own ‘ghosts’, or the ghosts of their
community’s past, with them of a new way to refigure their own stories to reflect what may be
rather than what was.
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Conclusion
At length the Woman stood up as she continued her Song. The Girl watched in silence as the
Woman, left her seat on the wall and started walking back into the City. The Girl locked her
eyes on the receding back trying through strength o f her sheer will to compel the Woman to
return; to stay with the Girl. To share her song. But to no avail. The Woman quickly
disappeared into the jostling, clambering crowd: her Song swallowed up into the multitude o f
songs. The Girl concentrated and she thought she heard the echoes o f that familiar voice at
times floating above the rest - but she could not be sure. She sat in the silence alone;
uncertain o f what to do, not knowing where to go from there.

The Girl felt alone and isolated on that wall at the edge o f the City. She had traveled a
long way from her home and she was weary. In an effort to make herselffeel less
lonely she started to sing her Song. But it seemed like a stranger to her. She had
trouble starting fo r the cadences o f the Woman’s song were still resonating through
her. She started tentatively and realised that those cadences had slipped into her Song
and changed it subtly. The Girl liked the change. As she continued to sing she started
to recognize more changes. She realised within her song were hints o f the chaos o f the
Water People playing out in a struggle against the rigidity o f the Academy. She heard
too the gentle lowing sound o f the People o f the Valley. But at the heart o f it was Her
Song. It was no longer a stranger, but more like an old friend from some distant past
whose travel and experience had altered it. Her Song was familiar and comfortable
yet radically transformed. When she sang, The Song came alive; the mountains were
higher, the valleys greener, the seas more majestic. And the People, all the people o f
the Mountains, the Valleys, the Seas and the South, were all nobler people. The Song,
as she sang it, voiced the truth o f all their lives. The Girl knew>that though it would be
a sacrifice for her, her new Song was a gift that needed to be shared with her people.
Hers was the voice that would sing The Song and transport them all to share the truth
o f her journey. She set o ff home.

The power of narrative to serve as prophetic voices that challenge and destabilize the
normative status of any group claiming dominance is abundantly evident in the examples of
Mujerista and Womanist theologians. As such they offer their own unique stories which enrich
the common humanity of all. However, these gifts must be accepted with grace in an attitude of
respect, openness, and self-critique by us the dominant culture as we struggle to value difference
as a gift. For, although their theology is grounded in the lived experience of their respective
constituents, they must not be dismissed as irredeemably relative. The themes of bondage,
oppression, survival, and unity are themes that resonate beyond the confines of any one defined
community. They are arguably the lived experience of the vast majority of humanity through the
ages; therefore these theological approaches have a universal relevance that we in the West
dismiss at our peril. For in providing a voice to their communities they also provide a critique of
ours.
But the value of narrative is not simply felt by those who are in the marginalized social
imaginaries, but is of benefit to the larger group of participants in the public sphere. Firstly, the
use of such a wide range of narratives provides Mujerista and Womanist theologians a unique
opportunity to share, through the forum of the public sphere, the myriad ways in which God’s
prophetic word is revealed as models of action for Christian living. In this way, both can
ultimately become universally liberating theologies.
Secondly, narrative is essential in understanding one of the most pervasive themes of
Mujerista theology that is the preferential option for the poor and oppressed. This unique
perspective arising from the social imaginary of the poor is vital to the process of liberation and
thus salvation in Mujerista theology. For it is in the sharing of that perspective through the
narrative (world disclosure) medium that the process of conscientization is begun. Salvation is
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an external and internal process for both oppressed and oppressor - conscientization being the
internal expression of grace/salvation; and the liberative transformation of reality being the
external expression. Alienation and oppression are named as the two great sins. With respect to
oppression, the oppressed must not seek vengeance upon their oppressors by simply replacing
existing oppressive structures with ones favourable to them, but rather must seek a radical
transformation that benefits all. For the oppressors, salvation lies in recognizing our complicity
in the oppressive structures which serve to alienate and then to reject and transform those
structures. Narrative arising from the poor and oppressed discloses the oppressive structures
from their privileged perspective. Oppression structures represent the pre-figuration of the
narratives of not only the oppressed but also the oppressor: the best hope for re-figuring a
liberative future lies in sharing those narratives which decentre and challenge.
The question arises, can such narrative be presented in the public sphere if the public
sphere is itself an oppressive structure? The key to the transformation of the public sphere, to
make room for such narratives, lies in effecting a de-emphasis of dialectic argumentation and its
priority on reason in favour of a more holistic approach to the human self. It is only through a
holistic sense of self, aware of one’s own embeddedness within a social imaginary, that right
relationships can be sustained.
The examination of the concept of the public sphere as articulated by Taylor and
Habermas but as experienced by Mujerista and Womanist theologians has helped to clarify its
strengths and its weaknesses. The weaknesses all arise because the concept itself arises from a
very specific tradition - the Western Enlightenment. Therefore, in order to be a truly global
public sphere, two significant changes must be made.
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First it must be assumed that every voice has a vital contribution to make to the dialogue
within the public sphere. Then it must be acknowledged that due to the marginalizing
experiences of some social imaginaries, especially those who have been silenced or rendered
invisible, many would-be participants are disadvantaged. As they have not yet experienced
conscientization and do not yet see themselves as subjects in their own lives, they are unable to
approach participation in the public sphere with a sense of equality. Fortunately, the public
sphere itself is a suitable venue for the process of conscientization of both oppressor and
oppressed. The most effective manner in which this potential can be explored leads to the second
necessary change. That is to cease the privileging of dialectic argumentation as the exclusive
mode of communication and instead give equal priority to narrative. This change would also
require a similar re-prioritizing and de-privileging of reason over emotion.
If these changes were effected the public sphere would lose its Western-specific
orientation. The challenge, of course is that as the public sphere is by definition extra-political
and therefore without authority, how are these changes to be made and by whom? The key to
that may indeed be found in the commonalities that lie between Habermas, Taylor, and
Mujeristas and Womanist theologies. Primarily, all acknowledge the human need to be in
relationship. What is evident to some extent in this need for relationship is a reflection of our
need to be comprehended - both by ourselves and by others. Habermas suggests that the telos of
language is to be comprehended. The public sphere has the capacity to become a liberative
praxis if we can but focus on our relational needs, requiring no further universal principle than
our need to be comprehended, and still recognizing the differences of our particular diverse
social imaginaries.
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So, for hope indeed to lie in the concept of the public sphere but to be an effective forum
for all voices, even and especially those of the marginalized, it must be re-imagined without
preference for one tradition. To return to our quintessential Tim Horton’s, this new public space
would have a round table, at which would sit Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz, Delores Williams, Charles
Taylor and Jurgen Habermas as well as storytellers and dialectic arguers from every social
imaginary. Taylor and Habermas would not be calling the meeting to order and setting the
ground rules and everyone will be welcome even those who do not like coffee or cannot afford
the price of a cup. Yet, every voice would be heard and every participant would be open to
growth and self-critique. When it is time to leave all will feel a closer connection to one another
and, just like in the Babel story, God may once more look upon the scene and exclaim, this is
only the beginning o f what they will do; nothing that they propose to do will now be impossible
for them. (Gen 11:6)
The Girl was born o f the mountain people. She, like all her people, had grey eyes which
reflected her world: capturing the morning mist receding from the onslaught o f the sun as
it cleared the eastern mountains; evoking the dark passages that ran deep into the riches
buried within the hearts o f those same mountains. Yet the grey o f her eyes were o f a
unique quality. At times, in the early spring, as the flowers bloomed and new life
emerged her eyes seemed to have a hint o f green. At times, during crashing
thunderstorms, she had a far-off look that seemed to have a hint o f blue. And yet at other
times, at times o f loss and times o f triumph, those grey eyes were dark and determined.
But the Mountain People were not surprised that the Girl was unique. Her Mother had
left them as a young Girl only to return a Woman singing a new Song o f strange people.
A Song about their unity, their strength, their challenges, their joys, their hopes, their
disappointments, their faith - all o f which seemed not so very different from their own.
Her Mother sang The Song as she fe d the Babe at her breast. The People o f the Mountain
loved the Child as they loved her Mother.
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As the Girl grew she heard The Song sung throughout her village - sung by the miners
walking to work, sung at the Chapel on Sunday morning, sung in the schoolyard as the
children played, sung in the homes as meals were prepared and shared. But The Song
also drew her into dreams o f other people, o f other places; her eyes flashed different
colours and her legs longed to travel. By the time she was a teenager the Girl knew The
Song by heart. The Song sang the truth o f her Mother, and the truth o f her own childhood
in the Mountain but it also sang the truth o f her future. A future hers for the singing.
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